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Letter from the Editor 
 
Dear Reader,  
                It is my honor to invite you to enjoy the spring 2013 edition of Verbum. Thank you for 
your continuing support and time that you have invested over the years that has helped keep 
this collection of student and faculty pieces in publication. Every semester, Verbum receives 
submissions from faculty and students that help connect the Fisher population to many 
different topics. This semester’s issue is guaranteed to exceed your expectations and keep you 
waiting in anticipation for the next edition to arrive. These following works will be sure to 
stimulate the mind, body and soul.  
                As you thumb through the splendid pages of this edition of Verbum, I ask that you take 
the time to enjoy the literary excellence that the multitudes of authors have displayed in these 
pages for you. Take into consideration the time and effort these students and faculty have 
taken in order to present you with this wonderful work of art.  
                I would like to take this time to thank everyone who has made contributions to this 
issue of Verbum and also past issues. I would also like to thank the review boards, compilers, 
and editors that have put in the time and effort to keep this journal alive and maintain its 
excellence. I would especially like to thank Dr. Michael Costanzo for his continued dedication to 
Verbum. He has spent time and effort to allow this publication to continue to grow and bring 
writers from different areas and organizations outside of the realm of Religion. Additionally, I 
would like to thank all of the individuals and organizations that have contributed prizes that 
have been presented to the writers of Verbum. Finally, I would like to thank our readers, for 
their continued interest in this journal.  
Sincerely, 
Jacob Swartwout 
President Religious Studies Club 
 
The first 2 issues of Verbum    
Fall 2003 and Spring 2004 
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Dr. Linda MacCammon 
 
Saving the “Ignorant American”: Reflections on Science, Religion, and Public 
Scholarship 
In recent years, an increasing number of scholars, pundits, social commentators, and 
educators have voiced concerns about the growing anti-intellectualism and anti-rationalism in 
the United States.  The evidence is compelling.  According to the Pew Research Center, nearly 
two-thirds (63%) of those who regularly attend religious services reject evolution as the best 
explanation for life on earth compared with only a third of those who attend less often.i  Debates 
about teaching creationism alongside evolution in the public schools, as well as conservative 
challenges to historical and scientific content in textbooks continue to make headlines.  And 
despite decades of peer-reviewed research, a significant number of Americans, including high-
profile members of Congress, continue to reject the scientific consensus on climate change.  
The increasing skepticism toward fact-based content, as well as downright hostility 
toward higher education was evident in the 2012 presidential race.   In response to criticism 
over inaccurate campaign ads, Governor Romney’s campaign manager stated that “We’re not 
going to let our campaign be dictated by fact-checkers.”ii  At a campaign rally, former Senator 
Rick Santorum sneered at President Obama’s push for universal higher education, calling the 
president “a snob” and suggesting that college is a place where “liberal” professors 
“indoctrinate” students to promote a progressive agenda.iii  Meanwhile, American students 
continue to lag behind their foreign counterparts in science, math, reading, and critical thinking 
skills and to demonstrate a woeful ignorance of geography, history, literature, and the 
fundamentals of basic civics.  A recent study by the South Poverty Law Center reports that 
sixteen states do not require any instruction on the history of the civil rights movement and in 
another nineteen states the coverage is minimal.iv  Sadly, the situation doesn’t improve after 
graduation.  Jay Leno’s “Jaywalking” segments are embarrassingly funny evidence of “The 
Ignorant American.”  Laughter aside, a new survey by the Center of the American Dream at 
Xavier University found that one third of U.S. citizens would fail the test for citizenship.v   
A variety of reasons have been offered for America’s academic decline.  Prime suspects 
include the Internet and social media, the breakdown of the family, rampant materialism, a 
decline in reading, mediocre television programming, an erosion of educational standards and 
values, home schooling, techno-gadgets, Christian fundamentalism, the mainstream media—
the list goes on. Whatever the reasons, the ability of Americans to critically reflect upon and 
evaluate information in order to make reasonable judgments about what is factual and true is 
being lost.   
Those of us who work in higher education are very aware of the problem.  We see the 
results of America’s “culture of distraction” and broken educational system with each incoming 
class.  In response, many undergraduate colleges and universities are developing more 
rigorous core curricula and introducing new retention and assessment models.  While these 
initiatives may improve student learning and institutional effectiveness, it’s questionable whether 
                                                                                                                                  
they can turn the tide against the steady stream of biased assertions, half-truths, and 
misinformation that students (and non-students) seem so willing to accept without serious 
question or doubt.  As with most complex problems, the answers aren’t clear-cut or easy, but 
one of America’s greatest jurists, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, offers us a good place 
to start.   
In his famous Whitney v. California opinion in 1927, Justice Brandeis presents a spirited 
defense of free speech, making the point that “without free speech and assembly, discussion 
would be futile; that, with them, discussion affords ordinarily adequate protection against the 
dissemination of noxious doctrine; that the greatest menace to freedom is an inert people; that 
public discussion is a political duty, and that this should be a fundamental principle of the 
American government.” 
Despite Rick Santorum’s snarky appraisal, higher education was central to Justice 
Brandeis’s vision of a free and enlightened America.  In fact, he considered teaching a 
fundamental right along with free speech and freedom of assembly. As educators we have a 
responsibility to our students, but we also have a responsibility to challenge the “noxious 
doctrine” that permeates the culture at large with better information, better ideas, and better 
arguments.  But success in the public square requires that we address the academic insularity 
and compartmentalization that feed many critics’ perceptions of the “Ivory Tower.”  The much 
publicized “war” between science and religion illustrates the nature of the problem.   
The “War” Between Science and Religion  
Contrary to popular belief, the war between science and religion is not a widespread 
phenomenon.  For centuries science and religion peacefully co-existed, using the powers of 
faith and reason to understand God and the mysterious processes of creation.  Conflicts 
between the disciplines arose chiefly because of two fundamental differences in how each 
discipline views the world.  First, science and religion have very different notions about what 
constitutes truth and how it can be known (the epistemological problem).  Scientific truth is 
based on observation, experimentation, and testing, whereas religious truth is based on 
authoritative scriptures, the teachings of the tradition, and personal experiences of the divine.  
Second, science and religion have very different understandings of the nature of reality (the 
ontological problem).  Many scientists embrace a materialist position, which holds that that are 
no spiritual realities; instead, they contend that everything can be reduced to or explained by the 
interactions of material elements in the universe.  Religious persons insist that there is a 
spiritual dimension of existence that transcends the material world.  Christians contend, for 
example, that the biblical God brought the material universe into existence and continues to 
sustain and interact with it.  Human beings have a purpose and a destiny that are inextricably 
bound to this divine-human relation. 
Despite these differences, by the middle of the 20th century many scientists and 
theologians believed a convergence of the disciplines was possible, desirable, and even 
inevitable.  In 1966, the Nobel prize-winning physicist, Charles H. Townes, gave a talk to a Bible 
class where he articulated many similarities between science and religion (e.g., the role of faith 
in inquiry, discovery as revelation, expected paradoxes) and explained why he believed science 
and religion may ultimately converge. 
For they both represent man’s efforts to understand his universe and must ultimately be 
dealing with the same substance. As we understand more in each realm, the two must 
grow together. Perhaps by the time this convergence occurs, science will have been 
through a number of revolutions as striking as those which have occurred in the last 
                                                                                                                                  
century, and taken on a character not readily recognizable by scientists of today. 
Perhaps our religious understanding will have seen progress and change. But converge 
they must, and through this should come new strength for both.vi 
While Dr. Townes’s dream of convergence has not yet occurred, neither has the all-out 
war touted by the media and other vested interest groups.   The reality is quite different and far 
more complicated.   
Ian Barbour’s Four-fold Model 
In the late 1980’s, the American theologian and physicist, Ian Barbour, developed a 
famous fourfold typology for the relationship between science and religion that classifies the 
relationship as one of conflict, independence, dialogue, and integration.vii  Practitioners of the 
conflict model, which radicalize the differences between the scientific and religious worldviews, 
make opposing claims that threaten the credibility of the other.  For example, in recent years, 
Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Christopher Hitchens (referred to as “The New Atheists”) 
have forcefully argued that God and the supernatural claims of religion are delusional and 
dangerous, having no basis in reality.  In their view, everything can be explained through the 
physical sciences and Darwinian evolution.viii  Railing against the biases of scientific orthodoxy, 
intelligent design creationists Michael Behe, William Dembski, and Paul Nelson of the Discovery 
Institute have argued with equal force that structures in the natural world are so complex, 
specified, and purposeful that they could not have randomly occurred and evolved through 
natural selection.ix  The only plausible answer is the existence of an intelligent cause (the 
infamous “God of the Gaps”) as cosmic designer.  In embracing the conflict model, atheists, 
intelligent design advocates and other creationists (e.g, Old Earth and New Earth creationists) 
have done little to further the quest for knowledge; instead, they have only succeeded in 
muddying the waters and alienating many people.   
The independence model offers a very different tack.  Science and religion are not 
viewed as “winner-take-all” competitors, but as wholly separate disciplines.  Each uses different 
languages and different methods of inquiry that generate different kinds of truth claims which 
are legitimate within their respective domains.  Thus, while science explains “the how” of things 
(the domain of brute facts), religion explains “the why” of things (the domain of existential 
meaning).  Since there is no apparent overlap, scientists and theologians can work and think as 
they like without opposing or even relating to each other.  The great Swiss reformed theologian, 
Karl Barth, expressed this approach in a letter to his niece explaining the relationship between 
creation and evolution:  
Has no one explained to you in your seminar that one can as little compare the biblical 
creation story and a scientific theory like that of evolution as one can compare, shall we 
say, an organ and a vacuum-cleaner—that there can be as little question of harmony 
between[the two] as of contradiction? 
The creation story deals only with the becoming of all things, and therefore with the 
revelation of God, which is inaccessible to science as such. The theory of evolution 
deals with what has become, as it appears to human observation and research and as it 
invites human interpretation. Thus one’s attitude to the creation story and the theory of 
evolution can take the form of an either/or only if one shuts oneself off completely from 
faith in God’s revelation or from the mind (or opportunity) for scientific understanding.x 
                                                                                                                                  
As this excerpt indicates, within the independence model, science and religion are separate but 
equal participants in the quest for knowledge.  Religion and the sciences may interact, but it has 
little to do with furthering the work of their respective disciplines.   
A more interactive approach is offered by the dialogue model, in which science and 
religion engage as conversation partners, posing questions and sharing knowledge that enrich 
both disciplines.  In a letter to the director of the Vatican Observatory, Pope John Paul II offers 
an excellent description of the model, echoing Dr. Towne’s desire for convergence: 
Science develops best when its concepts and conclusions are integrated into the 
broader human culture and its concerns for ultimate meaning and value. Scientists 
cannot, therefore, hold themselves entirely aloof from the sorts of issues dealt with by 
philosophers and theologians. By devoting to these issues something of the energy and 
care they give to their research in science, they can help others realize more fully the 
human potentialities of their discoveries. They can also come to appreciate for 
themselves that these discoveries cannot be a genuine substitute for knowledge of the 
truly ultimate. Science can purify religion from error and superstition; religion can purify 
science from idolatry and false absolutes. Each can draw the other into a wider world, a 
world in which both can flourish.xi  
This sentiment—which is rarely cited—is also shared by Barbour who believes that dialogue is 
the most promising model of the four.   
The Pope’s letter initiated a multi-year collaboration between the Center for Theology 
and Natural Sciences at Berkeley (CTNS) and the Vatican Observatory.  In the 1990’s the 
Director of the Observatory organized a series of conferences that brought together an 
international group of scholars including physicists, biologists, neuroscientists, philosophers, 
and theologians to explore the topic of God’s action in the world.  Physicist Robert John Russell 
explains that the overall goal of the project was to “engage theology, philosophy, and natural 
science in a process of constructive and creative mutual interaction”.xii  The result is an 
outstanding—and brain-busting—series of books that examines divine action in the areas of 
quantum cosmology, chaos and complexity, evolutionary and molecular biology, neuroscience, 
and quantum mechanics.  In addition to Dr. Russell, other notable participants included Philip 
Clayton, John Polkinghorne, Arthur Peacocke, Nancey Murphy, Langdon Gilkey, Willem Drees, 
Jürgen Moltmann, Francisco Ayala, Ian Barbour, Ted Peters, and John Haught. The series is an 
important one because it is an interdisciplinary effort to develop new understandings of divine 
action in the world and to articulate a more holistic and integrated understanding of human 
existence in relation to God, nature, and the cosmos. 
The final model in Barbour’s typology is Integration, which takes dialogue a step further 
by blending the disciplines together to form a conceptual unity.  In this model, traditional 
theological doctrines are reconsidered in light of advances in the natural sciences.   The writings 
of Arthur Peacocke, Alfred North Whitehead, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and others have used 
an integrationist approach to develop theologies and forms of process thought that synthesize 
science and religion.  The writings of some of the participants in the Vatican/CTNS project fall 
into this category as well.   
Barbour’s typology has been criticized by some scholars as too simplistic, but it’s an 
important contribution because it reveals the dominance of the conflict model in the public 
square. From talk shows to news programs to blogs to Sunday morning pulpits, the conflict 
model dominates discourse, generating more heat than light.  Barbour’s typology also reveals 
the prevalence of the independence model in higher education.  Disciplinary autonomy has 
                                                                                                                                  
been a long-cherished value in academia, but the traditional boundaries that separate 
disciplines into discrete departments often hamper opportunities for faculty in science and 
religion (as well as other disciplines) to interact and collaborate in a sustained and meaningful 
way.  The Vatican/CTNS project is a notable exception, but the importance and value of the 
series also highlights a related problem; namely, the lack of public scholarship in America.  
When interdisciplinary studies of this type do occur, the work is largely confined to individual 
courses, esoteric conferences, Festschrifts, and peer-reviewed journals that do little to 
challenge the shallow and distorted understandings of science and religion in the public square 
or to translate and disseminate the scholarship for general audiences.  Given the 
compartmentalization of the Academy, it’s highly unlikely that many people outside of the 
Vatican/CTNS project (whether scientist, theologian, or layperson) have ever heard of the series 
or know anything about it.  
The problem is that the lack of sustained interdisciplinary engagement and outreach are 
having corrosive effects on both disciplines.  
The Decline of Faith in Science  
In a recently published peer-reviewed article, Gordon Gauchat, a sociologist at the 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, argues that science has been politicized to such an 
extent that trust in science depends on political ideology.xiii  Using data from the 1974 to 2010 
General Social Survey, Gauchat finds that “New Right” (NR) conservatives and regular church-
goers are far less likely to trust science than moderates and liberals.  As the graph from the 
study indicates, public trust in science is relatively stable among moderates and liberals, but 
there is a significant and steady drop in trust among conservatives.  
      
A surprising finding is that the decline cannot be attributed to a lack of education.  In fact, the 
more education a conservative has, the less likely he or she is to trust science.  Gauchat 
believes the reason lies in the insular nature of the conservative sub-culture in America.  Within 
the New Right’s echo chamber “ideology and identity intervene to create social ontologies 
[accepted ways of being] in opposition to established cultures of knowledge (e.g., the scientific 
community, intelligentsia, and mainstream media).”xiv  Moreover, the priorities of science have 
shifted from space exploration and defense to government regulatory policies—like climate 
change legislation—which conservatives generally oppose.  While Gauchat acknowledges the 
                                                                                                                                  
limitations of his study, his work offers important insights into why many highly educated 
conservatives voice serious doubts about the truth claims of science.   
The results of Gauchat’s research wouldn’t be so troubling if it didn’t have serious public 
policy implications, not only for America but for the world at large.  A case in point is the House 
Committee on Science, Space, and Technology, which has jurisdiction over NASA, the National 
Weather Service, and the National Science Foundation.  The Chairman, Rep. Lamar Smith (R-
TX) is a conservative climate change denier who has appointed like-minded Republicans to key 
sub-committee posts. For example, the vice chairman of the Subcommittee on Space and 
Aeronautics, Rep. Mo Brooks of Alabama, has expressed skepticism about global warming and 
carbon dioxide levels. In his view, more carbon dioxide in the atmosphere “means that plant life 
grows better.” xv Another member of the House Science Committee confirms Gauchat’s 
research to the extreme.  Rep. Paul Broun (R-GA) is a physician with an M.D. and a B.S. in 
chemistry.  In a recent “Off-the-Record” speech, Broun lashed out at the scientific community 
using creationist language that epitomizes the conflict model.   
God’s word is true. I’ve come to understand that. All that stuff I was taught about 
evolution and embryology and the big bang theory, all that is lies straight from the pit of Hell. 
And it’s lies to try to keep me and all the folks who were taught that from understanding that 
they need a savior. You see, there are a lot of scientific data that I’ve found out as a scientist 
that actually show that this is really a young Earth. I don’t believe that the earth’s but about 
9,000 years old. I believe it was created in six days as we know them. That’s what the Bible 
says. And what I’ve come to learn is that it’s the manufacturer’s handbook, is what I call it. It 
teaches us how to run our lives individually, how to run our families, how to run our churches. 
But it teaches us how to run all of public policy and everything in society. And that’s the reason 
as your Congressman I hold the Holy Bible as being the major directions to me of how I vote in 
Washington, D.C., and I’ll continue to do that.xvi 
Currently, Broun is the Chairman of the Subcommittee on Investigations and Oversight, 
which has general and special investigative authority on all matters within the jurisdiction of the 
Science Committee.  This includes ongoing review of laws, programs, and policies regarding 
climate change, environmental protection, weather forecasting, space exploration, and 
government-funded scientific research and development.   
Anti-science skeptics and climate change deniers are not restricted to a single House 
committee, however.  While not as stridently candid or fanatically evangelical as Broun, their 
views are voiced throughout Congress and in many Governors’ mansions.  Prominent names 
include Sen. Rand Paul, Sen. Marco Rubio, Sen. John McCain, Sen. Tom Coburn, Gov. Scott 
Walker, Sen. Rob Portman, Rep. Steve Stockman, Rep. Dana Rohrabacher, Sen. Mike Crapo, 
Sen. Kelly Ayotte, Sen. David Vitter, Gov. Bob McDonnell, Rep. Mark Kirk, Gov. Susana 
Martinez, Sen. John Thune, Sen. Roy Blunt, Senate Minority Leader Mitch 
McConnell and House Speaker John Boehner.   
With such anti-science mentalities (whether genuine or politically motivated), the 
prospects for a scientific renewal in America or adequate funding for climate science and other 
global environmental issues appear bleak indeed. 
The Decline of Organized Religion 
Organized religion in America has also experienced a significant decline in recent years.  
According to the 2012 Pew Research Center polling, one-fifth of Americans do not affiliate 
                                                                                                                                  
themselves with any religious tradition—the highest percentage ever recorded in Pew polling.  
The report states that in the last five years alone,  
the unaffiliated have increased from just over 15% to just under 20% of all U.S. adults. 
Their ranks now include more than 13 million self-described atheists and agnostics 
(nearly 6% of the U.S. public), as well as nearly 33 million people who say they have no 
particular religious affiliation (14%).This large and growing group of Americans is less 
religious than the public at large on many conventional measures, including frequency of 
attendance at religious services and the degree of importance they attach to religion in 
their lives.”xvii 
While there’s been a decline in religious affiliation, the news is not all bad.  Many of the 
country’s unaffiliated adults are spiritual in some way.  According to the survey, “Two thirds say 
they believe in God (68%). More than half say they often feel a deep connection with nature and 
the earth (58%), while more than a third classify themselves as “spiritual” but not “religious” 
(37%), and one-in-five (21%) say they pray every day. In addition, most religiously unaffiliated 
Americans think that churches and other religious institutions benefit society by strengthening 
community bonds and aiding the poor.”xviii  
These statistics would seem to offer some hope for organized religion, but the outlook 
for another “Great Awakening” is not very promising.  As with science, religion also suffers from 
a credibility problem, but the reasons for it are quite different.  According to the report, 
unaffiliated persons say that they’re not looking for a religion that might be right for them 
because “religious organizations are too concerned with money and power, too focused on rules 
and too involved in politics.”xix  
The latest Pew study is an important source for understanding current trends in the 
American religious landscape, but given the responses of many in the survey it also reveals just 
how confused people are about religion.  “Spiritual but not religious” reflects the people’s desire 
to explore existential questions, but it also indicates the extent to which many theologians, 
religious leaders, and educators have failed in their duty to educate people about religion as a 
dynamic, evolving expression of human existence—regardless of tradition.  They have also 
failed in their duty to challenge the dogmatic hierarchies, simplistic thinking, and abuses of 
power that alienate so many people today.  The refusal to engage in or in some cases even 
permit constructive religious criticism and dialogue has effectively ceded the public square to 
“The New Atheists” and to the likes of Rep. Broun and other religious “purists” who continue to 
profit from misinformed perceptions of religion by many Americans.  It’s no wonder the ranks of 
the unaffiliated are growing.   
The Need for Public Scholarship 
Such is the state of the science and religion today, at least as perceived and 
experienced by many Americans.  Clearly the people’s trust has been damaged by many 
irresponsible and self-serving practitioners, both inside and outside the disciplines.  But all of us 
share some of the blame.  By Justice Brandeis’s standard, we have indeed become an “inert 
people” who have surrendered to the “noxious doctrine” of anti-intellectualism and anti-
rationalism, a doctrine that distorts and erodes the credibility of all academic disciplines as well 
as the values and integrity of our way of life.  Regaining that trust will require that Americans 
reject the intellectual passivity and laziness that characterize much of the culture today and 
accept some responsibility for their own education.  They must cultivate intellectual curiosity and 
commit themselves to seeking out the truth no matter where it leads them. Such a commitment 
                                                                                                                                  
requires time, effort, persistence, a healthy dose of skepticism, and the firm belief that education 
is a life-long vocation that involves more than simply getting a diploma or degree.   
As educators, we must commit ourselves and our institutions to what Justice Brandeis calls the 
duty of public discussion.  Ian Barbour’s dialogue model and the Vatican’s collaboration with the 
Berkeley center offer a promising approach, albeit an esoteric one, but that can be easily 
remedied—perhaps ”Divine Action for Dummies”?  All kidding aside, instead of conflict or 
academic separation—which have contributed to the rise of the “Ignorant American”—we must 
promote and fund the kind of public scholarship that furthers the quest for knowledge for all 
people.  This means making public scholarship (e.g., community issue forums, civic literacy, 
“reader-friendly” publications and programming), an important part of every institutional mission 
and faculty tenure decision. It means more faculty involvement in the media in all its forms at 
both local and national levels.  And it means offering a very different model for public 
discussion, one that encourages a lively but respectful exchange. 
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In memoriam 
 
 
Lin Mocejunas 
 
Lin’s welcoming smile was an oasis of hospitality, availability, and caring service. Her smile and cheery 
greeting made any visit worthwhile.  Putting aside whatever project she was working on, Lin offered a 
pleasant “hello” and patiently listened to the request often just  pointing to the right drawer to help us 
find the paperclips or magic marker. She did not complain about her illness or her non-stop busy 
schedule. There was a sense of peace and calm in all she did even as she gently put the jammed copier 
back to work.  Lin put a face to the college’s mission statement:  to serve and make a difference. 
 
Bill Graf 
Chair of the Religious Studies Department 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 
 
No dreams deferred in english this year 
 
 
Dedicated to Lin Mocejunas 
Dec. 28, 2012 
By: Geraldine Hogan 
 
 
When langston asked what 
happens to a dream deferred 
i shook my head 
and shouted 
how should I know 
 
Lorraine smiled 
and wrote an 
iconic play 
teaching people 
to unite, to fight 
for their dreams 
 
I want to be a teacher i cried 
I refuse to defer my dreams 
allow them 
to dry up like 
a raisin in the sun 
 
Work in the factory voices ordered 
but finally hester wore her A 
ernest found the old sea man 
nora slammed the door 
heard around the world 
 
thousands of students 
danced in my classrooms 
discussed  their dreams 
went to college 
started businesses 
 
word in the hall was 
if you take her class 
it's best to have a plan 
no dreams deferred 
in english this year 
 
                                                                                                                                  
  
 
 
Lin was the most unassuming and spiritual person I have ever known.  Her many talents were 
revealed slowly to her friends and colleagues, always in a much understated way.   
Lin was part of the Yarn Circle at St. John Fisher College, and she participated in several of our 
knitting projects, including making baby blankets for the Anthony Jordan Center and a shawl for 
Laura Phelan when she was expecting her second child.  It wasn’t until many months later when 
she brought a project that she was hurrying to complete to the meeting, that we learned  her true 
passion was quilting….and what incredibly beautiful quilts they were! 
When Lin was diagnosed with cancer, she was presented with a prayer shawl from the Shawl 
Ministry at Calvary St. Andrew’s.  She took it with her to all her chemo appointments, and said it 
brought her comfort and strength through the difficult times. 
I would be remiss if I didn’t mention what an excellent writer Lin was.  She was particularly 
noted for sending eloquent and beautiful thank-you notes.  I have saved many of them as a 
reminder of her beautiful spirit and the way she was able to touch our lives. 
 
Dr. Lauren Vicker 
(Communications/Journalism Department) 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 Colleagues, 
I received news this morning that Lin Mocejunas passed away earlier today.  Lin led the Basil Secretarial 
Office for many years and also provided secretarial services to the Faculty Assembly.  Those of you who 
know Lin are aware that she endured a number of challenging health situations over the last several 
years.  Throughout this period, Lin maintained a positive outlook and her approach to life was truly an 
inspiration.  At the time I spoke with her daughter, arrangements had yet to be made.  I will send this 
information to you as soon as it becomes available.    Regards, 
Dr. David Pate 
 
 
 
 
So sad.  I don't know what to say.  Lin was such an important part of so much that I've done since joining 
the College 25 years ago.  Basil Hall will never be the same.  I will miss her immensely. I know she will be 
equally missed by all who have known her and who have had the pleasure of working with her. 
Sympathies and prayers to her family 
Jim 
Dr. James R. Bowers 
 
 
 
This is very sad news indeed.  Lin was a kind, caring, generous, selfless, loving member of this Family for 
so many years. I will miss her beauty and grace of her presence. She lived a good life. 
May she rest in peace and in our hearts, Jim said it so well.  
 
Don Muench 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
For the ten years or so I've been here, Lin has been kindness personified.  Has known everything, 
answered every question, been helpful, humorous, and done everything always with a willing spirit. I 
can't even imagine walking by that office without her in it; it just won't ever be the same.  She'll be so 
missed. 
All the very best wishes to her family, 
 
Dr. Lisa J. Cunningham 
 
                                                                      
For those of you who would like to know, this was the notice that Lin’s daughters posted last 
night on her Facebook page: 
Our incredible mom, Lin Mocejunas passed away this morning, in the most peaceful loving way, after a 
long battle with cancer. She was a warrior and an inspiration and the strongest person we've ever 
known. We'll be celebrating her amazing life on Monday December 31st 10 am Spiritus Christi Church 
121 Fitzhugh St. Rochester NY. There are no calling hours. Thanks for your thoughts and prayers, we're 
so grateful.  
♥ Jen and Michelle 
Lauren A. Vicker 
                                                                                
 
"Kindness personified" in "the grace of her presence" -- that seems to describe what she meant to me so 
perfectly, Lisa and Don. I loved hearing her talk about her grandchildren, how much she respected an 
loved her daughters. She was so wise. I will miss Lin a great deal.  
Jill Swiencicki 
 
 
Lin was a good friend to everyone.  I will never forget her. 
 
        Rebirth 
 
I am spring's promise. 
Nature is my gardener 
Snipping away the weeds 
Reprising her glory in me. 
 
Dee Hogan  
                                                                                                                                  
  
 
The word "courage" gets tossed around far too carelessly these days, but Lin was truly courageous. Her 
illness dealt her a plateful of misery and yet Lin lived life as if it were a banquet. She was inspiring and 
brave, and I will miss her spirit.  
 
Sarah Freligh  
 
 
Lin had a way of making all of us feel like we were exclusive, which is what I absolutely loved her for. She 
was there for me in so many ways as facilitator, confidante, and adviser-- a true sister. I'm heartbroken 
by this news.  I will miss her bright blue eyes and her willingness to laugh.  She heard her share of stories 
from all of us. 
Now Lin is everywhere-- in all that she loved and cared for.  I think of all the stitches she linked 
in her quilts, her prayers for all of us to be a little bit better.  She always said, "Give more, and expect 
less."  
I will miss seeing her in the morning with tea and toast. Her big hello that always seemed to start the 
day off right. 
She practiced random acts of kindness and loved the ones that came to her as well. 
 I think my favorite was those gorgeous Spring flowers-- a huge bouquet from Lisa Jadwin's garden. 
We just gushed over those flowers and they lasted for days. What a joy!  
I'm going to miss her terribly. 
 
M.J.Iuppa   
 
 
 
Lin tackled her illness with courage and dignity.  In the midst of her own battle with cancer, she always 
sincerely took the time to ask about my health.  We shared many "war stories."  Through it all she kept 
her sense of humor, her love for life, and dedication to Fisher.  She has truly touched my soul.  
 
Respectfully, 
 
Dr. Susan M. Schultz  
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 Lin was a fighter, but such a gentle and cheerful one.  She beat the odds for so long through sheer grit.  
With many others, I remember when she first arrived, working in the office with her "I smoke and I vote" 
sticker defiantly pasted on her desk.  Over the years as she worked with the faculty she mellowed and 
grew, managing several transformations and moves and rearrangements of the office...each time with 
more grace and patience than the last.  Book manuscripts, faculty searches, minutes for the Faculty 
Assembly, encouragement and a cheerful grin, even in the midst of her own grinding pain and therapy 
setbacks.  She set a pretty high standard for living and dying well, looking death in the eye and leaving 
on her terms.  I know she didn't want to go, but in a way looked forward to the next adventure.  
  
Fair winds and following seas... 
John Harman 
 
 
                                                                    
 
I am so saddened by this news.  Lin was a kind and generous woman. The last day of exam week I 
wished her  
"Merry Christmas" and told her "thank you for all your help". I am glad I did it. 
 
Teresa Murano 
 
 
 
Lin, in her own words:  
  
 
         
 
 
 
 
Dear Mike,  
 
     Thank you so much for the wonderful bottle of wine! It is so 
thoughtful of you, I truly appreciate it.  I hope you have the greatest of 
holidays! 
         Thanks again,                Love, Lin                 Dec. 20, 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
                                                                                                                                  
    
    Bob 
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Rachael Drojak and Jacob Swartwout 
 
 
 
 
 
The power of cell phones!  
 
 We live in a fast paced world that is continuously changing; therefore, technology must also 
change with this way of living. Cell phones have become the universal means of communication not only 
for adults but also for children at the Elementary level. These devices have become an accessory and 
have become just as important as remembering to put a shirt on in the morning.  
 Motorola was the first company to make a call using a cellphone in 1973; by 1987 over one 
million people in the United States were using cellphones. Now in the year 2013 over 7 billion people 
globally are using cellphones. Cellphones can be very useful devices that have many different uses. For 
example, the can be used when we are lost, catching up with a family member, and what can be more 
convenient than shooting someone a text message when a phone call may be too long or inconvenient 
at that point in time. Not only do cellphones make communication easier; with the development of 
smartphones we are now able to search the internet and use GPS to get us almost anywhere. These 
devices let us leave home and communicate with our friends and families with ease and many people no 
longer have home phones. Approximately 57 million adult homes are without landlines and only have 
cellular devices. It is strange to think where society would stand if cellphones had not developed into 
what they have become today.  
 With these advancements in technology, society itself has begun to base its needs and wants 
around it. Cellphone laws have been written over the years due to an increase in usage while driving. 
However, there have been many ways found to avoid these laws and still allow drivers to continue their 
usage. For example, manufacturers have created cars that use “hands free” capabilities; for example, 
sending a text message, calling, or even selecting songs and playlists to listen to while driving. These 
features may seem safe, but some people still believe it is necessary to use mobile devices while they 
are driving vehicles. Where do we draw the line between technology ruling us or us ruling technology? 
"I fear the day when technology will 
surpass our humanity. The world will then 
be populated by a generation of idiots." - 
Albert Einstein 
 
                                                                                                                                  
The picture below shows several teen girls all on their phone, including the driver. Car accidents caused 
by texting while driving are horrific but real occurrences. In 2011, at least 23 percent of auto collisions 
involved cell phones; this equates to 1.3 million crashes. What will it take for people to realize the 
severity of cell phone usage while driving? 
 
 Humans are naturally social beings that seek to develop relationships in their cohort. There is a 
sense of less verbalization between people and more of a technology based socialization amongst us. 
Communication still exists and is faster than ever; however, face to face interactions seem be dwindling 
with time. There are those who prefer text messages over phone calls because verbal interactions make 
them feel uncomfortable. Text messaging and simple phone calls lead to a lack of social cues and 
emotion. Take for example this picture below.        
      
 
 A group of friends out for a bite to eat pass the time on their phones rather than catching up on 
their day or enjoying one another’s company. Even when walking the hallways of the St. John Fisher 
campus people can be seen indulging in their phones and ignoring their friends next to each other. Text 
messages take away the social cues and emotion that comes with a normal conversation between 
people. Even though you can use punctuation and even send different icons that represent emotions 
they do not hold the same value as the real emotion. Text messages can come across sounding angry 
when they are not or happy when they are not. Therefore, it is hard to interpret the meaning of text 
message which can lead to confrontation. Text messages have become an impersonal way of 
communication that has driven society apart. When speaking with Amanda; Rachael’s eldest sister, she 
stated, “I think phones were still just phones; when they were only used to call and text.” The 
cellphones today have many different functions and applications that make them far advanced than 
they used to be. There is even an application called “I’m Rich” for people that can afford to pay the price 
                                                                                                                                  
of the app that costs $999.99. This application does not serve any type of function but to let the person 
know that they are rich enough to afford it. Generations to come will be exposed to far more technology 
than we have today. This means that future generations will become less capable of developing 
relationships without their phones. The way that relationships had been formed in the present will 
become a thing of the past.  
 Children at the elementary school level have begun using cellphones as a means of 
communication. However, parents have allowed their children to use the internet, text message, call, 
and use applications. Phones are not just a distraction for older generations but now fixate the minds of 
the youth. Children use their phones during class and pay less attention to their course material and 
teachers. Both Rachael and I work at a daycare center where the children as young as 5 years of age 
would rather play games on their iPhones and iPads rather than play in the gym or go outdoors with 
their peers. Years from now they may not be able to hold a conversation with each other because they 
rely so heavily on technology now. 
 
 
  
 
 Cellphones are a great piece of technology that makes communication much easier. However, 
they could lead to a complete shift in how our society functions in the future. Advances in technology 
have begun de-socializing our society and making relationships less intimate. Next time you are with a 
group of friends, family members, or just waiting in line somewhere take a look around you and see how 
many people are actually talking to each other or indulging in their technology.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
  
 
 
 
 
 
Sources:  
http://blog.gist.com/2012/03/06/the-evolution-of-mobile-communication/  
http://www.textinganddrivingsafety.com/texting-and-driving-stats/ 
http://ezinearticles.com/?The-History-Of-Cell-Phones---How-Did-The-Cell-Phone-Come-
About?&id=215985 
                                                                                                                                  
 
From Our Guest Writer 
 
Can Gun-Laws Legislate Human Nature? 
 
 
 
Children and staff are slaughtered in an elementary school by a crazed individual armed with an 
assault weapon on the heels of several other incidents of mass murder; the reactive response from 
governmental authorities is to seek a ban of the type of guns whose only appropriate place is in the 
military arsenals.  The response from the public?  Hurry to buy them up before the ban is made law.  Cry 
out that such a ban is unconstitutional as the second amendment provides American citizens a right to 
bear arms.  Have the NRA speak out that it is not the weapons but the mentally ill, the culture of violence, 
the breakdown of the family that are the real culprits, and underscore a further need for one to “protect 
oneself”.   We have gone mad and now we cannot figure a sane way back to civilized living.  At the time 
of the drafting of the Second Amendment these rapid-fire automatic weapons capable of multiple murders 
in a flash were not yet invented; so it is hard to cover their ownership under a document written before 
their invention.  The real underlying issue is the age-old question of good vs. evil. It has woven its way 
through the fabric of humanity from the earliest conflicts, through the rise and fall of empires built on the 
destruction of others, to the carnage going on all over the world today.  The difference in the modern-day 
times is that it is now in our homes, music, movie theaters, and TV shows gradually infiltrating the souls 
of young children and desensitizing them to the reality of what violence really is.  The blur between the 
virtual world and the real world has caused the insanity of not knowing the difference. Decades of 
saturating all forms of media with gruesome gore and unbridled violence whose perpetrators are glorified 
has finally climaxed into what we witnessed in Denver, Newtown, Webster and so many other incidents 
                                                                                                                                  
of horrific brutality with guns and assault weapons in the hands of those whose minds have been twisted, 
numbed and addicted to the violence they saw while growing up in a society that normalized it by its very 
acceptance in all forms of “entertainment’.   Think about that for a minute, Entertainment!  To enjoy 
seeing extreme acts of cruelty, annihilation, barbaric slaughter of the most graphic kind!  Create games 
that allow the player to virtually participate in these acts of violence whose sole purpose is to evoke a 
thrill at accomplishing a heinous act of hunting down, killing, dismembering, exploding other human 
beings.  And you wonder why those raised on a diet of this soul-destructive material turn out to be 
“mentally ill”?   Why isn’t it normal to love to kill?  That is what the media tell us, seek out and kill 
anyone who offends you in any way.  The end justifies the means.   
The issues behind our society gone mad are so complex and intertwined that it is hard to 
differentiate how one is separate from another.  The breakdown of the family is certainly a good place to 
start because ask any kid why he or she is sad and most often it is related to heartache in the family.  If it 
is not divorce, it might be domestic violence, or an alcoholic or drug addicted family member, or parents 
absent because of career commitments, or too much time in day care only to come home to parents too 
stressed out to cook a meal, read a story, or hold a hand.  Consumerism has had its part in changing the 
focus of living to achieving happiness and well-being to believing that amassing material objects will 
accomplish that goal.  So the family experience is one of members rushing past each other with no time to 
look into each other’s eyes, to see if all the rushing is really worth it 
Added to the drift from the spiritual to the material is the decline in affiliation/participation in a 
religious faith that calls for regular attendance at a church, temple or mosque.  Many have fallen away 
from the religious practices of their childhood for a variety of reasons: disenchantment with dogma 
viewed as antiquated or no longer rationally acceptable, perceived discrepancies between articles of faith 
and modern scientific truths, abandonment of the rigor of religious practice in favor of the fun offered by 
the entertainment world whose content is often at odds with religious doctrines; no time for God in a busy 
schedule, a culture that normalizes much of what church frowns upon, an educational system that has 
numbed-down the mind and soul in favor of the easy answer.  Secular progressives have convinced many 
                                                                                                                                  
that organized religion is outdated, harmful to the psyche and unnecessary to be happy in the modern 
world.  A world that supports aborting babies, sexual permissiveness and craves crude and violent 
entertainment. Just look at the movie listings to see what you are in for in most cases. Art mirrors culture.  
So many kids are at a loss to discuss anything meaningful and ask themselves very few philosophical 
questions.  Too busy texting nonsense all day long.   Of course, we now have a generation of young 
teachers who have grown up in this culture and behave in the same immature ways.  And so do many 
young parents who text while driving with their babies in car seats in the rear.  So many degrees, so little 
intelligence.  
The internet has really put the test of good versus evil in everyone’s face as we are free to bring 
whatever interests into our presence privately and for the most part anonymously.  In other words, you 
can find whatever you are looking for.  Unfortunately, the mentally ill, socially depraved, criminally 
oriented folks now have whatever they need at their fingertips to feed and deepen their pathology in 
secret.  Violent, crude, pornographic material, networks of sexual predators, terrorist affiliations, 
accessibility to underground and black market illegal purchases, have made the world a much a more 
dangerous place.  And children who are not supervised have access to all of it, robbing them of their 
innocence at a very early age and arousing them to seek more hard-core material as they surf along.  A lot 
of depravity is born here and shows up in criminal acts sooner or later.    
So will stiffer gun laws solve the problem of mass murders?  It is a laughable argument in light of 
the fact that over three hundred million of these weapons are already in circulation in America.  The 
horses are out of the corral and will never be reined back into confinement.  Who turns in guns on those 
voluntary surrender days?  Certainly not someone with a plan for their use! I guess we have been so 
numbed-down that we cannot even see how ridiculous it is to believe that gun laws will stop gun crimes.  
More tax money will be spent on trying to carry out a law that is doomed to fail.  We have stringent drug 
laws, so why is there such a rampant drug problem in this country?  Because people can get whatever they 
want on the black market, even easier today because of the internet.   Perhaps the only deterrent might be 
stiffer penalties for perpetrators – longer sentences and no parole; harsh consequences that protect the 
                                                                                                                                  
public from further risk; sentences with teeth.  This, however, will not faze the mentally ill who do not 
value any life, not even their own.  So the answer goes back to culture.  We need to change our culture 
from one that delights in vicariously participating in dark entertainment to one that seeks the richness of 
that which raises the spirit, creates joy, fosters positive relationships, elevates the intellect to entertain 
important questions, finds worth in achievement, laughs often but not at others’ expense, and works for 
the common good.    We need a renaissance of what it really means to be human, to use the miracle of 
mind and soul to seek improvement, growth, answers, love, knowledge, justice and refinement of thought 
to leave a better world behind than the one we found.  Only then will America’s fascination with guns and 
violence be tamed and its children have a chance to pursue happiness in a safe and nurturing world.   The 
question really is: “Can we go back to family, faith and rigorous education?” Or has is cancer of 
complacency and depravity terminal? 
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Mary Ann Sementelli-Tomei 
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From our guest poets  
 
Morning Chapel 
 
Early in the morning 
I go to the chapel. 
I sit there in the dark. 
 
I sit in the chapel 
hoping to hear his voice 
but all I hear is “Wait”. 
 
I take the book  
hoping to read his word 
but the words are a blur. 
 
So I sit in the dark silence 
slowly waiting to listen,  
for the light to come. 
 
Waiting for the light  
hoping to see the words, 
hoping to hear the voice. 
 
Slowly sunlight pierces 
through the windows. 
slowly I read, I hear.  
 
 
 
 
Paul Rothermich 
(Father of Sarah Campagna)  
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Innumerable are companions in convenience – 
Praising companionship and singing of brotherhood, 
A companion is one who takes the hand of a friend – 
In sadness and despair. 
 
 Drawn from the Badayi‘ al-vaqayi‘ of Zayn al-Din Mahmud Vasifī, early 16th century.    Translated by Robert Dunbar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ﺪﻧز ﺖﻤﻌﻧ رد ﮫﮑﻧآ رﺎﻤﺸﻣ رﺎﯾ 
ﯽﮔﺪﻧاﻮﺧ رداﺮﺑ و یرﺎﯾ فﻻ 
ﺖﺳود ﺖﺳد دﺮﯿﮔ ﮫﮐ ﺪﺷﺎﺑ نآ رﺎﯾ 
ﯽﮔﺪﻧﺎﻣ رد و ﯽﻟﺎﺣ نﺎﺸﯾﺮﭘ رد 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
        
In the Moment 
 
Why be in the moment … the here and now. 
What is the moment? 
The moment can be friendship 
The moment can be delicious 
The moment can be a connection 
The moment can be historical 
The moment can be warm 
The moment can be cold 
The moment can be supportive 
The moment can be beautiful 
The moment can be blissful 
The moment can be exquisite 
The moment can be spiritual 
The moment can be fleeting 
The moment can linger 
The moment can be frightening 
The moment can be damaging to the soul 
The moment can be damaging to the environment 
The moment can be painful 
No matter … The moment is mine 
It is precious 
It is pure 
                                                                                                                                  
It is gold 
It is a gift … my gift 
I must not give my moment away 
I can share it 
Shared, a blissful moment is sweetened 
Shared, a painful moment is soothed 
Shared, a moment grows 
Shared a moment can last forever 
Shared the moment is ours 
Let us not permit the moment to pass us by 
Let us not have the moment slip through our fingers 
Let us embrace the moment 
Let us be blanketed in the moment 
Let us savor the moment 
Let us flourish in the moment 
Let us praise our Creator for the moment  
Together … Connected … In love … In spirit … Always 
                                                                                                                                                               
                                                                                                                                            Constance Drojak                                                                                                                                                     (Mother of student, Rachael Drojak) 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 
 
The World Seen Through the Lens of Faith 
 
                                 
 
*** Prize provided by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submissions Review Committee: 
Religious Studies Club 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anonymous Donor 
                                                                                                                                  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                  
 
Beth LaVigne 
 
A Personal Perspective  
On 
Faith versus Religion 
 
 
When Fr. Costanzo asked me to contribute an article in the Spring 2013 issue of 
VERBUM, I was both honored and apprehensive.  My apprehension was rooted in the 
fact that he wanted me to write about faith and religion.  Faith, religion, and politics, are 
topics that I avoid discussing in public; they’re too personal and emotional.  There 
seems to be no right or wrong answers and generally end with no one convinced of the 
other’s position and sometimes hard feelings. 
So, I begin this article with a disclaimer.  I am presenting my personal views.  I am not 
attempting to persuade anyone of anything.  Please do not attempt these ideas at 
home.  
My father was an Episcopalian, my mother was a Catholic; I was raised a 
Catholic.  I went to Sacred Heart Grammar School and was taught by the Sisters of St. 
Joseph.  I attended Mass every Sunday and some weekdays.  Our school used the 
Baltimore Catechism as the basic teachings of the Catholic religion.  I believed that my 
faith and my religion were one and the same.  After all, the terms Catholic religion and 
Catholic faith were interchangeable terms at that time.  You can’t get more traditional 
than that.  
At twenty-three I experienced a difficult divorce.  Instead of embracing and 
supporting me, I felt that the Catholic Church was pushing me into decisions about 
annulment and excommunication, if I would decide to remarry.  Although I felt angry and 
disappointed in my religion, I did not lose my faith.  That’s when I began to make a real 
distinction between religion and faith and question my “religion.”   
                                                                                                                                  
I no longer practice a formal ritualized religion.  I do not go to a specific building, 
whether Catholic, Protestant, or non-denominational to practice a religion.  I do not 
believe in any particular church’s doctrine, dogma, or rituals.    
On the positive side, I do believe!  I believe that there is a Supreme Being who 
created us and all of nature.  Some choose to call this Supreme Being God, Yahweh or 
Allah.  This Supreme Being goes by different names in different cultures.   
Many prefer to worship in a formal setting; I choose to do it when I look up at a 
starry sky, or out at the horizon of a vast ocean.  I also do it in the quietness of my home 
or when I am reading an inspirational book.  My belief is that this Being, God if you will, 
does not need to be worshipped in a building, during a ritual, or on a Sunday only. 
So, let me simply summarize. . .I believe that religion is something that people 
are identified by and that faith is something by which God is identified.  I would simply 
conclude by stating that one has to have faith to have a religion, but one does not have 
to have a religion to have faith. 
 
 
 
Aftermath of Nemo 
(Photo by Dr. Linda MacCammon) 
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Human Trafficking: The Evil Happening Under Our Noses 
 
Introduction 
 Human trafficking is a very interesting, dangerous, and unique topic to study. Sometimes 
people do not even believe that it actually exists and happens throughout the world. It is evident 
that this issue is a problem and needs to be brought to attention. 
 The purpose of this paper is to bring the issue of human trafficking to attention and to 
begin to figure out some appropriate ways to go about rectifying the situation. Our goal is to 
have more people aware of this issue. This topic needs to be taken seriously and not overlooked; 
no one should believe it is a problem of the past.  
 The first main point that will be discussed in this essay is how prevalent this evil is and 
who is mostly being targeted. The second point that will be explored is the most common forms 
of human trafficking. Lastly, the kind of evil that human trafficking is will be discussed and 
suggestions will be offered on how to confront it.  
Nonexistent? Think Again  
 Human Trafficking is known as, according to The United Nations Organization (or 
UNO,) “the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or the receipt of persons by means of 
threat, the use of force or other forms of coercion, fraud, deception, or the abuse of power, 
position or vulnerability, or the giving or receiving of payment or benefits to achieve the concept 
                                                                                                                                  
of a person having control over another person for the purpose of exploitation” (Basil, 2). In 
other words, it is an illegal business of transferring people by deception or false pretenses, using 
force or manipulation, to make a profit. “Every year, approximately 600,000 to 800,000 victims 
of trafficking are bought, sold, or forced across international borders. Trafficking is the third 
largest criminal industry in the world, with revenues totaling $9.5 billion annually, and is 
expected to soon surpass the two largest criminal industries, narcotics and firearms” 
(Remedying, 2,574). This modern-day form of enslavement over groups of people is more 
profitable than it was over a hundred years ago. Nowadays slaves that are trafficked sell for a 
global weight average of $420,000 versus $9,500 or $11,000. They can create 300 to 500 percent 
or more in annual returns on investments (Cf. Kara, 2). Unfortunately, human trafficking is seen 
as a near risk-free opportunity to make a profit.  This is the main reason why human trafficking 
is so prevalent in the United States as well as throughout the world. It is seen as a business, not 
as enslaving members of a society. In the United States alone there is estimated to be 45,000 to 
50,000 individuals trafficked annually. In addition, “recent reports estimate that 14,500 to 17,500 
trafficking victims enter the country each year” (Remedying, 2,574). This is not a situation to 
take lightly. People are being forced against their will to withstand severe amounts of torture and 
exploitation every day of their lives, starting from when they are captured. Because of human 
trafficking’s “clandestine nature most bodies concerned with the problem admit it is impossible 
to know how many victims of trafficking there are” (Gabhan, 528). This is also due to the fact 
that human trafficking is an underground activity. This means that the already shocking and 
disturbing figures of 600,000 to 800,000 annual victims could be even higher.  
 Realistically, human trafficking affects people of every age, gender, race, and color 
considering that “every continent and most countries of the world are impacted, with people 
                                                                                                                                  
being trafficked within and across national borders” (Gabhan, 529). However, the individuals 
that seem to be trafficked the most are women and children; this is not saying that men are not 
victims of human trafficking, but for certain reasons women and young children are targeted the 
most. “Women may be kidnapped from their homes and then drugged or forced through 
psychological coercion or the use of threat of violence to accompany their traffickers” 
(Remedying, 2,576). Most of the time women do not have a choice. They are physically taken 
and forced to oblige with anything that the traffickers demand from them. Also, when economic 
or societal collapses occur, women are the first to suffer. “With little chance of economic 
survival for themselves or their families at home women are now taking untold risks to try to 
find employment abroad” (Gabhan, 531). Because women feel the need to take care of their 
families, they are willing to put their own lives in danger. This is the leading cause why women 
are trafficked more often than men. Women usually have someone else to provide for. With 
women taking risky and dangerous job offers in different countries, their family and children are 
also at risk. This is how children are the second most common group of people to be trafficked 
victims. Another leading cause to women being trafficked more often is the lack of information 
they have on migration and finding secure job positions. “Women from Eastern bloc countries 
seeking jobs often have much less access to information about migration, recruitment procedures 
and rights and are at higher risk of being trafficked than men” (Gabhan, 531). Therefore, women 
are seen as easy targets and, to the criminals more importantly, easy profit. Special organizations 
are trying to help protect women and children from becoming victims; however it may not be 
helping at all. “Other legal efforts to protect women from trafficking have had the perverse effect 
of making them more vulnerable” (Feingold, 27). For example, some women from Burmese are 
not allowed to visit border areas unless they are accompanied by a husband or a parent. This 
                                                                                                                                  
might increase the chances for women to become trafficked because they have to be dependent 
on a facilitator to move them from place to place.  “The CEACR had considered cases of 
indigenous people, children, women as well as men, and concluded that ‘women and children are 
the key target group for traffickers’” (Bakirci, 2).  
Labor, Sexual Exploitation, Abuse.  
 “Exploitation shall include, at a minimum, sexual exploitation, labour exploitation, 
slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal of organs” (Bakirci, 1). 
Trafficking is considered to be comprised of two categories: forced labor trafficking and sexual 
exploitation. Forced or compulsory labor makes the headlines almost daily when concerning 
issues with trafficking. Forced labor has been defined, according to the International Labor 
Organization, as “all work or service which is exacted from any person under the menace of any 
penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily” (Bakirci, 2). Forced 
labor, with regards to trafficking, is not just simply the low wages and poor working conditions 
that individuals are obliged to work in. It is a tragic violation of persons’ human rights and the 
restriction of their personal freedom, which every citizen should be entitled to. These victims 
work in environments such as “sweatshops, factories, plantations, entertainment, brothels and as 
domestic servants in private houses” (Bakirci, 2).  In the United States forced labor is most 
prevalent in five areas. The five areas in the economy are “prostitution and sex work, domestic 
service, agriculture, sweatshops and factories, and restaurants and hotels” (Remedying, 2,577).  
 There are several actions taken by the traffickers to undermine the security of their 
workers. For example, forced labor victims are subjected to extreme physical violence or 
restraint. In addition, they receive death threats addressed to their family members or to 
themselves. Some employers even require workers to hand over their identification papers and 
                                                                                                                                  
threaten to destroy them if the workers even think of escaping. Unfortunately, “many victims 
enter forced labor situations initially of their own accord, albeit through fraud and deception, 
only to discover later that they are not free to withdraw their labor. They are subsequently unable 
to leave their work owing to legal, physical or psychological coercion” (Bakirci, 2). Sometimes 
the victim’s initial consent is not considered valid due to the deception and fraud that was used to 
obtain their work in the first place. The victims are not allowed to terminate employment 
contracts; hence the reason why it is called forced labor.  
 “The most lucrative part of trafficking involves sex trafficking, and the trafficking in 
women and children for the sex trade has emerged as an issue of global concern which is 
facilitated by porous borders and advanced communication technologies and is becoming 
increasingly transnational in scope” (Bakirci, 3). Of the sex trafficking victims, some are forced 
into these particular situations: forced pornography, stripping or exotic dancing, mail order 
brides, and massage parlors. Without their consent, women and children are forced to provide 
sex or sexual gestures for pay. In addition, the money they receive from performing the requests 
goes straight to the traffickers. Men that have a disposable income have a greater incentive to 
buy sexual services. Therefore, the “ultimate consumers of trafficked and prostituted women are 
men who use them for entertainment, sexual gratification, and acts of violence” (Gabhan, 532). 
Sex trafficking needs to be interpreted and recognized as a gendered phenomenon involving, 
mostly, the exploitation of economically marginalized women for sex by men (Cf. Goodey, 27). 
There have been many attempts to dissect the true nature of the reasons why sex trafficking 
happens and why women mostly, as well as some children, are subjected to such evil. It is 
understood that the reason is “how gender-based discrimination, patriarchal values and attitudes, 
the low status of women in many societies and the constant demand for sexual services on the 
                                                                                                                                  
part of men in every region are among the basic causes for the growth of the sex industry and sex 
trafficking” (Gabhan, 532). In addition to the negative trauma women and children have to face 
when being trafficked, they also, if able to escape, experience being stigmatized by their families 
when they return home. However, they try to take up a normal life/ lifestyle. 
Characterized Evil  
 Forced labor and sexual exploitation, regarding human trafficking, is a combination of 
two evils, physical and moral evil. “Physical evil includes all that causes harm to man, whether 
by bodily injury, by thwarting his natural desires, or by preventing the full development of his 
powers, either in the order of nature directly, or through various social conditions under which 
mankind naturally exists” (Sharpe, 1). Physical evil relates to both forced labor as well as sexual 
exploitation due to the fact that victims of both kinds of trafficking suffer physical harm to their 
bodies and do not have full development or access to express their freedom or power. In forced 
labor cases, most victims are exposed to dangerous equipment which makes it easy to sever or 
lose a limb completely. Also, considering the long hours the victims are entitled to work for, 
when exhaustion sets in, it only increases the chance of a mistake or accident to occur. Sexual 
exploitation victims are subjected to physical assault, rape, forced prostitution, captivity, 
beatings, and various sexually transmitted diseases because their body is being used and tortured 
by at least twenty different people each day. Some of the most common health issues include 
“post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), panic attacks, depression, HIV, STDs, malnutrition, 
sterility, and the effects of repeated physical trauma” (Doctors At War, 1). “Moral evil is thus 
conceptually a subset of moral wrong and refers to those acts, such as sadistically torturing and 
killing children, which are beyond the pale of ‘normal’ wrongdoing” (Formosa, 58). Moral evil 
is an act of torture on its victims and their prolonged suffering. The perpetrators who initiate the 
                                                                                                                                  
actions are aware of the evil and pain they are causing the individuals, but continue nonetheless. 
This is why it is characterized as moral evil. “These crimes go beyond mere selfishness and 
greed; they demand a total searing of conscience, a heart of stone, and a giving of the 
perpetrator’s self over to evil” (Doctors At War, 1). No morally valued human being would be 
willing to cause so much harm and suffering on any individual, not matter the situation.  
 “No one now disputes that trafficking today has reached alarming proportions, the 
magnitude of which affects many countries, such as countries of origin, transit and destination 
points” (Davidson, 5). It is challenging to think of how this problem can truly be confronted so 
that the severely high numbers of victims can be dramatically decreased. Awareness and 
providing actual incidents of human trafficking cases is a huge difficulty considering that this 
crime industry is a large underground network. “Governments, civil society and Churches all 
have a role to play and need to pool their resources. Awareness is the first condition for 
prevention” (Gabhan, 534). If more people were versed in the knowledge and steps that 
traffickers take to reel people in as bait, there could be thousands of people saved just by the 
warning signs of a trafficker. There are many people that believe in the goodness of God and 
want to see Churches reach out and extend their hands to the victims of these crimes. People are 
hoping that victims will be able to find and create a new life journey with God. Therefore, 
individuals think that the “Church must increase awareness of the issue among its members, 
among religious congregations, lay movements, institutions and associations so that they give 
more pastoral care to women who are being exploited” (Gabhan, 535). The new programs that 
will help women cope with their trauma will acknowledge the role women religious have played 
in this area. These roles will include shelters and safe houses, training and education, as well as 
outreach groups.   
                                                                                                                                  
Other possible solutions to help decrease the individuals being taken as modern day 
slaves would be to increase the potential danger for the traffickers. This means that the “most 
effective way to attack profitability is to elevate real risk. An increase in penalties should elevate 
the real risk and cost of human trafficking to an economically detrimental level. Put in criminal 
law terms, we are trying to elevate the deterrent and retributive value of the real penalty 
associated with the commission of slave-related crimes to a far more effective level” (Kara, 3). 
Hopefully, this will scare traffickers from becoming convicted of this crime. In addition, the 
United States Congress enacted the Trafficking Victims Protection Act or TVPA. This act seeks 
to “combat trafficking through prosecution of traffickers, protection and support for victims, and 
prevention of trafficking on a global level” (Remedying, 2,575). It is important that countries 
have begun or are beginning to create laws and acts to help combat this serious problem of 
modern day societies. 
Conclusion  
 “Evil acts strike us, by their very nature, as not only horrifying and reprehensible, but 
also as deeply puzzling. No doubt for reasons like this, evil has often been seen as mysterious, 
demonic and beyond our human powers of understanding” (Formosa, 57). There will never truly 
be an answer to why evil actions happen. This is hard for many individuals in the world to grasp, 
as well as to accept. Therefore, it is necessary that individuals spend their time on trying to 
prevent or confront evil actions, rather than worrying about why they happen. Evil is always 
going to be present; the key however, is to know how to overcome the evil actions that are 
perpetrated on innocent people in our world. Then, society will be able to move forward, one 
step at a time. 
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Bill Vaughn   
(SJFC Class of 2006) 
 
Area Dental Missionary Lands Moments after Quake 
CAMP HILL, Pennsylvania (November 20, 2012)- 
A smile is a language that can transcend all borders. When Dr. Michele Bonnevie left Harrisburg 
Airport she expected her trip to Guatemala to be just like her two previous dental mission trips. Fifteen 
minutes prior to her plane landing at Guatemala City, a 7.5 magnitude earthquake rocked the western 
coast of the country. 
Dr. Bonnevie, along with a group of four other dentists and assistants landed safely and were 
quickly notified about the quake. Information was slow to trickle in because the quake was located off 
the Western coast of the country. The group had to make sure they completed the hour and a half truck 
ride from the city to the mountains outside of Patzún as this trip could only take place during the day 
due to the risk of gangs along the road after night fall. 
Setting up at a clinic that Dr. Bonnevie describes as “a room with a dated dental chair and four 
walls,” the group began the week long process of treating patients who only have access to dental care 
when mission groups come to the area. During this time the group worked long hours cleaning, filling, 
and extracting teeth to prevent further infection.  
Dr. Bonnevie estimates the group saw over 240 patients during the trip. Dr. Bonnevie explains 
that, “Without this medical care patients would continue to be in pain until they ultimately develop an 
infection or lose their teeth. Losing teeth can ultimately lead to malnutrition due to an inability to eat.”  
A graduate of the University at Buffalo Dental School, Dr. Bonnevie has a history of volunteer 
work both in and outside the realm of dentistry. Including her three trips to Guatemala, she has taken a 
similar trip to Tampico, Mexico in 2009. She also participated in disaster relief efforts in Louisiana after 
Hurricane Katrina devastated the region in 2005. She says that work like this is “very fulfilling because I 
am able to do something so little for those who need so much more yet they appreciate the little that I 
do.”  
Dr. Bonnevie recently began practicing at Verber Family Dentistry in Camp Hill. Bonnevie’s 
colleague Dr. Michael Verber believes mission work is important because, “experiences like Michele’s 
also resonate at home as the lessons learned from missionary work tend to shape the way we treat and 
care for our own communities. Whether it is helping local families struggling to get dental care or 
volunteering elsewhere in the community, Verber Family Dentistry believes strongly in giving back.” 
Bill: 
Graduation: December 2006 Communications Major  
Current Job: Wegmans Harrisburg, PA Seafood Team Leader 
Upon graduation Bill was offered the meat team leader position at the Wegmans in Allentown 
PA.  He lived and worked there for a year until the Wegmans in Mechanicsburg PA opened.  He was 
asked to relocate and be the team leader of meat in the Mechaniscburg.  He has been living in the 
Carlisle, PA area for the past five years.  He took an opportunity to learn the seafood department about 
3 years ago and has been the Seafood team leader ever since.  He will reach his 12 years working with 
Wegmans in March. 
   
   
  
                                                                      
                                                                                                                           
 
Michele: 
Graduation: May 2007 Biology Major, Double Minor in Chemistry and Religious Studies 
Doctorate SUNY Buffalo School of Dental Medicine 2011 
Current Job: Associate at Verber Family Dentistry 
Upon graduating from St. John Fisher, I was accepted into the University Of Buffalo School Of 
Dental Medicine.  I moved back to my hometown and completed my four years of schooling.  After 
graduated I opted to continue on with a one year residency at Sheehan Memorial Hospital in Buffalo 
NY.  Once I finished my year here, I was hired as an associate in a family practice in Camp Hill PA.  I 
moved and started my job with Verber Family Dentistry in July.   I spend most my time planning for my 
upcoming wedding to Bill Vaughn. 
 
 
 
Upcoming Wedding Info:  
Bill and Michele met freshman year at Fisher living one floor apart in Murphy.  Over the next 8 years 
their friendship eventually blossomed into love despite the distance.  Michele was finishing up her 
Doctorate of Dental Surgery in Buffalo as Bill was building his career at Wegman’s in Pennsylvania.  The 
two eventually settled in Harrisburg, PA in 2012.  In June, 2012 Bill proposed to Michele and the couple 
is getting married on September 7th, 2013 in Michele's home town of Grand Island, NY. 
 
   
   
  
Brenda Ward 
My Days at Fisher 
 
I began my Fisher journey in the fall of 1987. I was a transfer student from SUNY 
Potsdam. I worked full time at St. John Fisher’s child care center and took classes before work, 
on my lunch hour, and at night. I had a job at the child care center that was supposed to be a 
summer job, but turned full time at the end of the summer. I was very lucky to have a boss who 
was flexible with my hours. I taught the three year old class, ran the after school program, and 
supervised work study students. I loved working at the child care center because it was such a 
warm caring environment for both children and employees. I learned a lot from the director Sally 
Zepecki and all of the staff really. They were all women with families and I was just barely 
twenty years old. I still can’t believe they trusted me to drive a Fisher van full of six through ten 
year olds around all summer on field trips. At the end of the summer those same school aged 
kids would come to my house for a camp out.  
   The lecture halls at Potsdam had been too big for me, so when the director of the child care 
center asked me if I wanted to work there full time and go to school part time, I jumped at the 
chance! I would be building my resume doing something I loved and attending much smaller 
classes than I had at the SUNY College. I loved the small class sizes and individual attention I 
received at Fisher. Dr. Tam Spitzer was one of my favorites and she taught psychology. I also 
   
   
 enjoyed the religion classes I took and met Father Michael Costanzo who eventually was part of 
my wedding. 
   Upon graduation from St. John Fisher, I was lucky enough to be hired as a kindergarten teacher 
at my Alma Mater, Honeoye Central School. I had always dreamed of teaching Kindergarten! 
While teaching and raising my son Andrew, I earned my Master’s Degree in Early Childhood 
Education at Nazareth College. Towards the end of that program, I had my second son Aaron. I 
took a two -year maternity leave and went back to teaching Kindergarten at Honeoye. I taught 
second grade for three years, but then went back to my kindergartners. I am currently teaching 
first grade and I love helping children learn to read! My husband Brian and I live in Bristol and 
are coming up on twenty -three years of marriage. He helped me through five years as a part time 
Fisher student and through the two years at Nazareth. I couldn’t have done it without his support. 
My youngest son Aaron is a junior at Honeoye. His brother Andrew is a junior at Fisher! This 
past fall Andrew walked into his first religion class and who do you think his professor was? My 
beloved Father Costanzo. I am thankful for all that he and the other professors, as well as the 
staff at the child care center taught me about life, children, and education.  
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Maggie Pfuntner            
What is the Highest Good? 
Introduction         The highest good is something that people have tried to define for a very long time. But the truth is, the definition of 
the highest good is something that is different for each person, and what the highest good is for an individual person may 
not be the same as the highest good for its society. In this paper I will further explore what I think the highest good is, 
what it is for other individuals in societies around me, and finally what scholars have to say on the topic.  
A. What is the Highest Good for Me?  In considering what I affirm to be the highest good, I thought about the values in which I most strongly believe. 
Some of these values are honesty, courtesy, and respect. Of all of the ideas that I considered, the most important value in my life is respect.   I think that I have gathered this belief from several different places. First, my parents raised me to respect 
others. For as long as I can remember my parents have taught me to respect people around me. This probably started 
with showing respect through simple actions like saying “please” and “thank you”, but as I grew this expanded into more complex ideas like respecting the views of others, even when I do not agree with their ideas. Next, my faith has taught me 
the value of respect. Being part of the Christian faith, I was taught the Bible’s Ten Commandments at a young age. It seems to me that many of the commandments relate to, or can be related to, respect. “Not take the LORD’s name in vain” as well 
as “Remember the Sabbath day” are, in a way, signs of respect to our God. In addition, the commandment which most clearly shows the value of respect is “Honour thy father and thy mother”. Although the wording of this commandment 
limits respect or honor to one’s parents, I argue that the need for respect does not stop there, and should be shown to all 
people. Finally, I think that I have been taught the value of respect from those around me. School teachers, family friends, and other community members have taught me to respect others throughout my life.  I think that it is important for individuals to not only establish what they think the highest good is, but also to find ways in which they can ensure that they exhibit this value and to find ways they can pass this value on to others. I 
think that a way that I exhibit respect is by showing respect to me as well as to the people around me. I show respect to 
myself by staying true to my own beliefs, by going after my dreams, and by doing things that I am passionate about. I 
   
   
 show respect to others through a variety of ways. Some of these are simple things like letting someone out of the parking lot in front of me, or are on a grander scale like sticking up for a friend in need. Because I am an education major, and plan 
to teach elementary aged children, I can pass this value on to them. I think that I can do this by making sure that my students learn about respect, how to respect themselves and others, and finally why it is so important to be respectful.    Thinking about what I think the highest good is, leads me to wonder what would happen if people in any society 
did not value respect. I think that with a lack of respect, any society would fall apart. If there were not respect in a society, 
who is to say that people would not steal from each other or that society would not fall apart all together? I do not think that it would be possible for any society to function in a just way without respect.  
B. What is the Highest Good According to People in Societies around Me?  Now that I have established what I think the highest good is, I feel it is necessary to discuss what the people 
around me think the highest good is. While every person has different beliefs about what is most important in life, 
through research and conversation I can find out what many others think is the highest good.   In class recently, we had a discussion about what values people hold most strongly. To begin this conversation, 
one of our fellow classmates asked us to individually reflect on what core value we feel is most important in our life. In 
addition, we were asked to decide where this core value came from. I think that this discussion can be related to a 
discussion about the highest good. The term “core values” can be defined as “the most important thing about you as a 
person” (Stosny, n.  p.). Examples of core values can be honesty, loyalty, love, and compassion. Due to this definition and 
these examples, I think that what a person sees as her most important core value can be similar to the way in which she 
see, the highest good. While not everyone in the class shared what core value they feel is most important, the five students who responded listed either honesty or respect as his or her answer. I found it interesting that these students unanimously answered that they learned these values from their parents.    To get another take on what people in our community think that the highest good is, I texted several of my 
friends, asking for their help. I sent them a message that read “I need your help with my paper for religion class. What do 
you think the highest good is?” While all of the people I asked needed more clarification about what exactly I meant by 
“the highest good”, they each chose a value that they feel is the most important to them. Several of my friends said that 
they believe being kind or friendly is most important, one of them stating that “I think that the most important value is 
being friendly, I think having this value can open your life to endless opportunities”. Another friend answered that she 
thinks honesty is most important, and thinks that she got this value from her family.   To find the perspective of someone of a community outside of ours, I found a blog post written by Greg Garrett. 
Garrett is a Professor of English at Baylor University, a preacher in the Episcopal Church, and the writer of several books 
   
   
 as well as the faithful citizenship blog on Patheos website, where I found this resource. Garrett writes that “in times past, 
the highest good for Christians was assumed to be love of and knowledge of God”. At the very end of his post Garrett 
defines what he thinks the highest good is in his life. He states that in great similarity to Christians of the past that he 
discussed earlier, he feels the most important value in his life is gaining knowledge of and friendship with God.  
 Finally, I found a blog post titled “Is Equality the Highest Good?” The article was posted to a blog written by the 
Benedictine nuns from Holy Trinity Monastery in the U. K. In the article the writer asks her readers “Is equality the 
highest good?” While the writer never actually answers whether or not she affirms that equality is or is not the highest 
good, I thought that it raises an interesting question. In considering her query, I can see why she might think that equality 
is such an important issue that it may be the highest good in the minds of some people. While I do not consider equality to 
be the most important value in my life, I do feel that it is very important. For example, if we as a society were not working 
towards more equality, I, as a female, would not be in a position to further my education in college. Just a few generations ago women generally did not go to college, and did not have the same opportunities as I do now.  
C. What is the Highest Good According to Scholars?  
 Questioning of the highest good is in no way a new trend; in fact, scholars have discussed the topic since the time 
of ancient scholars like Socrates and Plato. Philosophers, ethicists, and theologians have all taken different perspectives 
and stances on the subject since early in recorded history.   Norbert Weiner wrote an article titled The Highest Good that was published by The Journal of Philosophy in 
1914. In his article, Weiner discusses what ethicists and philosophers argue the highest good is, or is not. In the very last 
sentence of his article Weiner writes: “There is no highest good” (Weiner 520). I disagree with Weiner’s final conclusion. In his article he discusses that there cannot be one singular highest good because every person will have his own 
assessment of what the highest good is. While I think that Weiner is correct with this idea, I do not think that the lack of 
similarity in the highest good in individuals means that there is no highest good. I think that it is up to each person to 
determine what she thinks the highest good is, and I do not see an issue with the fact that each person could come to a different conclusion.   In his article The Platonic Highest Good (II) published in The Philosophical Review in 1927, Rupert Lodge writes 
“So far, we have examined the claims of pleasure to be regarded as the highest good. It remains to examine the similar 
claims of wealth, power, happiness, immortality …” (Lodge 535). While I do not agree that any of the ideas Lodge 
mentions is the highest good as I have already discussed that I think the highest good is respect, if I were to choose one of these as the most important, I would choose happiness. The author defines happiness as “dependent upon temperance, 
courage, justice, and philosophical insight into the true principle of value” (Lodge 538). I agree that these qualities are 
   
   
 very much necessary, and worth striving for. I most strongly disagree with the idea that wealth could be the highest good. 
I think that having money is not the most important thing that we can achieve in our lives, and I do not think that being wealthy will lead to living a happy life, whereas if a person focuses on living a happy life he or she will not care about the 
wealth that he or she possesses or lacks.  Another article that explores the idea that happiness is the highest good is the article The Concept of the Highest 
Good in Kierkegaard and Kant written by Roe Fremstedal published by the International Journal of Philosophy and 
Religion in 2011. In his article the author states: “Getting my will appears to involve that what I want (e.g. water) is brought about or that I bring it about myself. Since what I want can be interpreted as an end, happiness can be taken to 
consist in reaching my end (e.g. getting water). Happiness in this minimal sense means to succeed in getting my will by 
reaching my end” (158). I agree with this quote. I think that Fremstedal is correct in saying that in the most minimal sense 
happiness can be simply getting one’s way, but as he hinted to in his writing I think that there is more to complete 
happiness.  I think that a more extensive definition of happiness would have to include not only reaching my ends but also 
should include being content with my life, enjoying most aspects of my life, and feeling that my life is complete.  In his article, Kant’s Conception of the Highest Good as Imminent and Transcendent, published in The 
Philosophical Review in 1959 John Silber discusses Kant’s ideas about the highest good. Silber writes: “Even if a virtuous 
man looks about him, Kant observes, he can never expect to find in nature a uniform agreement-a consistent agreement 
according to fixed rules, answering to what his maxims are and must be subjectively, with that end [the highest good] 
which yet he feels himself obliged and urged to realize”(Silber 470). I agree with this statement. I think that the point that Silber is trying to get at is that the highest good is not something that people, even people who are considered to be very 
moral, are going to agree about. 
A final source on the topic is the article Degrees of Finality and the Highest Good in Aristotle written by Henry 
Richardson and published in The Journal of the History of Philosophy in 1992. In his article Richardson discusses 
Aristotle’s beliefs about the highest good and tries to clear up misconceptions about Aristotle’s ideas. At the beginning of his article Richardson discusses the highest good and writes: 
For some it is to serve as the lodestone by which to orient the regulation of the virtuous soul, for others 
as the source of value, and for still others as supplying life with meaning or ‘point’. Aristotle's conception of the highest good responds to each of these concerns to some extent: the highest good is 
virtuous activity of the soul, yet it is also the ‘principle’ or source of goodness in some sense. Further, 
Aristotle suggests that unless there is a highest good, our pursuits would be ‘empty and vain’. (327) 
I agree with one part of this quote, but I disagree with another. I think that establishing what one thinks the highest good 
is can provide a sense of purpose or, as Richardson writes, meaning or point. However, I do not agree with Aristotle’s view 
as discussed by Richardson that without a highest good “pursuits would be ‘empty and vain’” (327). I think that any 
   
   
 person can act in ways that are meaningful and not in vain without first establishing what he or she thinks the highest 
good is. I think that a good example of this is shown through children. Children certainly do not yet have the capacity to 
think about the highest good, but this does not mean that their actions cannot be meaningful. 
Conclusion  It is clear that finding out what the highest good is, is a lengthy process. In this paper I have explained what I 
affirm the highest good to be, what others around me think about the topic, as well as what scholars have to say. This exploration has shown that there is not now, and there may never be a concrete, universally accepted answer to the 
question.  
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Home Away From Home 
Dedicated to my loving, tender-hearted Great-Grandma Millie 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Last spring, I had the opportunity and privilege to study abroad in Florence, Italy. 
Although I give myself a certain amount of credit for this chance in a lifetime, I owe most of the 
reward to my parents. Without their unconditional support - a mix of love, discipline, and of 
course, additional money - and overwhelming faith in me, I would have never left the many 
comfort zones of home. However, I am so thankful I did. To my surprise, the connection I made 
with my surroundings in the spaces of Florence, in particular Piazza di Santa Croce, turned out to 
be what I consider my closest understanding of not only myself, but God. In such a short time - 
all but four months - my faith magnified before my eyes.  
 My roommate Taylor had been out of town a weekend in March; she was traveling to 
Barcelona, Spain and I would be all alone with my homestay guardian, a sweet and welcoming 
older woman, who at times was more occupied than me. Her name was Marina. It was a Sunday 
morning and as usual (that is, if I was not traveling myself) I attended morning mass in a small 
church around the corner.  
Unlike home, the service in Florence with Marina seemed much more personal than I 
know from St. Joseph’s Church, my own parish in Syracuse. People seemed to be up and down 
at all different parts of the mass, there is no “pew-by-pew” order to receive communion (that is, 
only the host), and the parishioners come-and-go at will. In truth, at first all of this differentiated 
confusion was quite irritating. It distracted me from grasping any part of the service at all; plus, 
each gospel reading, as well as the homily, was in full-force Italian. Therefore, I had no hinted 
indication of what part of the mass we were even addressing. To say the least, I was a bit 
frustrated. Nonetheless, for some reason, I still found myself walking the cobblestone streets into 
   
   
 its massive, wooden arched doors every Sunday. I was reminded of home in this way; my mom 
preaching that mass is one hour of my day and I have more than plenty to be thankful for. Yes 
mom, I know. 
I felt flustered when I returned back to Piazza de Peruzzi that morning. Marina knew. She 
asked if I understood father’s homily. I lied. I did not want to spend more time trying to make 
sense of it. So instead, I decided to make myself a cup of coffee. I needed to snap myself out of 
the flustered mood that began to overwhelm me.  
In Italy, one does not usually make a full pot of coffee at home. There is a unique, Italian-
style espresso maker that will make enough for one to two people; it is done on the stove. 
Fittingly, I untwisted the metal parts necessary to add the grounded beans and water. Then after 
finagling it back together, I left it on the burner to do its thing. I did not know minutes later, the 
kitchen would be fuming with smoke. 
At the time, I was in my bedroom waiting when I heard Marina yelling. I jumped out of 
my sheets and ran to her. My heart sank when I realized what all the fuss was about. “You told 
me you knew how to do this”, she said. “Mamma mia…dio mio… fumare…stupida” were 
among some of the Italian words I picked up on before she walked away. I had forgotten to put 
the water in the cup, causing the metal bottom to burn. Frantic, I took the enemy off the stove 
and placed it on a pot holder. The sudden feelings of my frustration seared right through that too 
leaving a round, crisp burn. Nothing was going my way. 
Marina had gone to work without any sort of goodbye and I was alone, though it felt like 
I had been all morning. It was the first time I cried in Italy. I felt so distant from everything 
around me and my heart was beating uncontrollably. It was like someone was poking and poking 
and poking at it just to get some sort of rise from me. I was talking out loud at this point, but I 
didn’t know to whom or what. “What did I do to you? Didn’t I go to church today?” As if 
someone was going to answer.  
I needed to ease my emotion at this point. I threw on a light jacket and practically 
sprinted out of the house. In no time, I ended up where I always end up. Piazza di Santa Croce. 
An infinite square just behind Piazza de Peruzzi.  
In this seemingly enclosed space, my breaths slowly contracted. I began to be at peace in 
its solitude. Small shops outlined the perimeter; locals rested on its benches, seeming to 
submerge into their own thoughts; children, without a care in the world, zigzagged throughout 
the square’s massive middle; and I, just as other tourists did, gazed at the core of my private 
backyard, The Basilica of Santa Croce. The serenity in its collection of colors, its gothic 
architecture harmonious to medieval times, the stain glass window, and its marble archways 
incessantly transmitted sensations of liberty throughout my body. I instantly felt at ease again. 
Days passed and it was as if nothing happened. Taylor returned and Marina went back to 
her usual ways. However, it was not long after, that the Great God Almighty decided to strike me 
again. This time, it was way worse. 
Before leaving for Italy, I visited my great-grandma Millie with my grandfather. As 
always, walking into the distinct warming smell of her home brought back recollections of my 
past… how my cousin and I would tip-toe through the screen door while she was sleeping just to 
get a piece of Andes candy; how my sister and I would hang from one arm on the basement 
railing just to stare at the hundreds of pictures (of her grandchildren, of course) on the wall; how 
she allowed us to sit on her lap dripping wet after just cannon-balling into my aunt’s pool…just a 
few memories that I can recall today.  
   
   
 She had not been doing well. She had been on oxygen for quite some time and struggled 
moving from her recliner chair to the basement rocker.  
It was April in Florence, and although this recollection is blurry now, I received a text, 
the best sort of communication I had, from my father. We knew it was coming, but I did not 
expect it to be so soon. I felt like I could cry at any moment; my eyes were straining to hold the 
tears back. I didn’t relate to pain like this and my only connection to Grandma - my family - was 
countries away. I felt more detached from Florence than ever. It was in that moment I remember 
questioning the validity of my religion with thoughts that have crossed my mind more than once. What is 
the point of such silly, robotic gestures and prayers if its meaning turns to this? Who gets to decide when 
the time is the best time?  
I went for a run trying to make sense of all of it. But I couldn’t. Just as I caught my breath, I 
thought of my mother and of my grandfather. Grandma Millie was not only a grandmother to me, but to 
my own mom. More so, she was my papa’s mother. And a wife, a sister, a friend. Why would He take her 
away from us?  I continued rushing by streets that quickly felt unfamiliar, despite the fact I was nearing 
my last month in Florence. I had no destination in mind, but my impulses led the way to the front steps of 
Santa Croce church. I had never actually gone into the Basilica, but that day I did. As soon as I put a foot 
in the door, I burst into tears uncontrollably. They just kept falling and falling and falling. I could not get 
them to stop.  
To be honest, I paid no attention to my surroundings; I could barely see regardless. Soon I found 
myself in the chapel; less people seemed to be there. I knelt down in the tiny wooden pew to pray in 
search for the solitude that I had always found in Piazza di Santa Croce. I closed my eyes and buried my 
face into my hands and began repeating Hail Mary’s. Hail Mary, full of grace, Our Lord is with thee. 
Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, 
pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, Amen. Again and again I prayed, hoping God would 
allow me to feel Grandma’s presence. Hail Mary, full of grace, Our Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou 
among women and blessed…suddenly, I was tapped on the arm. An older woman with dark, sincere eyes 
was standing to my right. With her palms up, she reached out to give me a hug. I didn’t even know who 
she was, but without hesitation I stood up and fell into her arms. No words were exchanged besides the 
heavy breathing of my own voice. She then kneeled down next to me and led her hand out for me to join. 
Together, we started to pray. However, this time my face was no longer buried; I spoke directly to Jesus, 
who was painted on the golden cross mounted above the altar. Hail Mary, full of grace, Our Lord is with 
thee. Blessed art thou among women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of 
God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, Amen.  
Maybe it is all a twist of faith, but I knew Grandma Millie heard my prayers that evening. And so 
did my mom, my grandfather, and God. Physical presence is not in any way stronger than the spiritual 
presence within our hearts. Whether we confide in a higher Power, a stranger lending out a helping hand, 
or the voices of our own conscience, I am convinced we are never alone if there is faith. For those most 
dear to us remain by our sides in whatever struggles and losses we must bear.  
 I walked out of the basilica that evening absorbing the blessings behind me and before me. With 
a smile on my face, and Grandma by my side, it was time to return home.  
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Dr. Robert Brimlow 
Sketch of the Artist as a Young God 
“...That is a perfect piece of music.  Classicism – yes, it isn't sophisticated at all, 
but it is great.  I don't say: For it is great, because there is such a thing as 
unsophisticated greatness; but this is at bottom much more intimate.  Tell me, 
what do you think about greatness?  I find there is something uncomfortable about 
facing it eye to eye, it is a test of courage – can one really look it in the eye?  You 
can't stand it, you give way....  [It is] a manifestation of the highest energy – not at 
all abstract, but without an object, energy in a void, in pure ether – where else in 
the universe does such a thing appear?...  But here you have it, such music is 
energy itself, yet not an idea, rather in its actuality.  I call your attention to the fact 
that that is almost the definition of God.  Imitatio dei – I am surprised that it is not 
forbidden.  Perhaps it is.”1   
Thomas Mann 
 
  This is an old-fashioned passage expressing an old-fashioned view about old-
fashioned music in a book that is no longer fashionable to read.  These are all characteristics that 
draw me to it; those and the coincidence that I have been struggling with the notion of imitatio 
dei – the imitation of God – in my work.  That also is an old-fashioned notion from a spirituality 
of another time, but I believe it remains an important one that commends itself to contemporary 
1  Thomas Mann, Dr. Faustus.  Tr. H. T. Lowe-Porter, N.Y., Everyman's Library, 1992, p. 
77. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 Christianity.   I want to explore how we might gain some insight into this spiritual idea by 
examining a particular type of aesthetic experience, and there is some irony in this approach.  It 
seems obvious that imitation in art is something that we do not prize or praise.  In fact, we 
consider imitation in art to be, at best, inauthentic and, at worst, cause for claims of forgery.  In 
art we prize originality and fresh perspectives, so much so that the ‘classicism’ Mann mentions 
in the first sentence had already been moribund for over a hundred years when he wrote, 
surpassed by romanticism, which was surpassed by the impressionist, which was surpassed by 
the modern, which... well, you get the idea.  Perhaps the “sophisticated” of his time would be 
more inclined to appreciate Igor Stravinsky or Alban Berg rather than a music that had once been 
innovative a long while before.   But these issues are too large, even though I touch on them.  In 
fact, almost every paragraph of this essay should be expanded, claims explored and defended 
more carefully, and other examples examined.  Alas, I lack not only the time but also the 
erudition and the skill.  So I must content myself to do only what I am able – hence the “sketch” 
of the title – and beg indulgence. 
  The phenomenon Thomas Mann points to in this passage is one that, I believe, 
occurs fairly often to those of us who seek encounters with great art, though I am not as sure we 
attend to the experience as much as we should in order to reflect upon it, or even identify it in the 
way Mann does.  He never uses the words ‘beauty’ or ‘perfection,’ but those seem to be the most 
accurate explanations of what he calls “greatness.”  If we are to proceed in this admittedly old-
fashioned way, then greatness in art needs some sort of explication, even if the defining words 
themselves are rather vague.   
  The kind of perfection Mann is focusing on is musical perfection, and that 
 
 
   
  
 perfection almost invariably displays itself in the music of Bach2, Mozart and Beethoven.  I do 
not mean to imply that we can find perfection only in those composers' works.  Even in some 
“lesser lights” we can experience startling beauty and greatness on occasion in individual works 
or even in brief passages of longer works; I am thinking here of Bruch, Elgar, Couperin and 
Chabrier to name a few.  Nor do I wish to imply that greatness is restricted to the canon of 
classical music because perfection certainly appears in contemporary artists of different genres 
such as Miles Davis and Stevie Ray Vaughan.  Indeed, it is possible that Jay Z and Beyonce may 
have music that is beautiful or perfect in the way Mann describes, but I am not a competent 
judge (are they really as good as Coleman Hawkins and Billie Holliday?).  And of course, what I 
discuss in this very limited realm is also applicable to other, entirely different art forms as well: 
from painting to sculpture and dance.  The discussion of artistic perfection is truly only limited 
by my inability to speak coherently about the wide variety of art forms developed over many 
different eras. 
  What Bach, Mozart and Beethoven have in common as paradigmatic cases – and 
also what makes their music the clearest or simplest medium of the experience of perfection – is 
that we can focus on their purely instrumental works.  No doubt operas like Fidelio and Don 
Giovanni, or even any particular song with lyrics, such as (to be contemporary again) Leonard 
Cohen's Alleluia, might well be great works of art and exhibit what Mann describes, but it is 
much more difficult to discern the kind of perfection Mann has identified.  Instrumental music, 
unlike opera or songs with lyrics, is about nothing else but itself.  In contrast, a significant part of 
our experience and appreciation of Don Giovanni is about its referent – the Don Juan legend – 
2 Yes, Bach is a baroque composer, not a classical one.  It would be best to get used to giving me some latitude 
early. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 and how well the opera corresponds with, or expands upon, that legend, which exists outside of 
the work: the insight the opera gives us to the personalities and flaws of the primary characters, 
how one cooperates with seduction, and so on.  Likewise, through its lyrics, Alleluia evokes 
King David's sinful rapture with Bathsheba and it also transports us to the singer's kitchen table 
where we share his pain and joy.  These are wonderful experiences, and often one says that 
music can transport us in ways like these to other places or within others' souls and heartache, 
but that is not quite the experience that Mann is trying to isolate. 
  The instrumental music Mann points to is about nothing else but itself.  It is 
concrete, particular and immediate; and it does not bring us elsewhere but only deeper into itself.  
At this point one might object and offer something like Schubert's Trout Quintet as a 
counterexample of instrumental music that is about something other than itself.  I am not sure.  
While that piece might well suggest (in a very curious way) an auditory resemblance to the 
visual aspects of a fish, or make reference to the trout's swimming in a stream through the tonal 
undulations of the piano, still I think the work commands our presence and attention to it alone: 
it demands our attention and focus be on it rather than send our attention away to the Colorado 
River – or wherever trout happen to cavort.  Yet, the more I think about it, the more it occurs to 
me that I can't make that argument, or that if I try I would be sacrificing truth (another old-
fashioned value?) in favor of pride and stubbornness .  There is definitely something to the 
objection, especially when I think of other works such as Richard Strauss's tone poems Don 
Quixote and Der Rosenkavalier. 
  So rather than struggle with the point, let me talk about an uncontroversial 
example of non-referring instrumental music – Bach's Brandenburg Concertos.  They are about 
 
 
   
  
 nothing but themselves and refer to nothing else (if they refer at all).  They exist only in the 
playing of them and only while they are played; the score is something else again.  While the 
concertos may exhibit certain theoretical aspects or traits such as counterpoint or polyphony, 
those aspects are concretized in the sound of the music itself and do not exist as idealized 
principles in the works.  Let's stop here and look at that claim more closely. 
  It is only by thinking about it – that is, by abstracting theoretical features from the 
music - that we can apprehend those features and realize their “existence.”  It is our thought 
process, specifically reflection that brings forth the existence of the theoretical “real” but only in 
a sense.  Bach did not bring the theoretical concept of 'polyphony' into concrete existence in a 
few bars of the first movement of the first concerto; rather, we understand that what Bach did 
was give a concrete and particular example of polyphony an integral place in the flow of the 
music, whether he consciously intended to or not; and I think it was not an intentional choice.  It 
just is not plausible to believe that a composer says, “I need to insert this theoretical construct 
here.” I think it is more likely that a composer or artist allows great music to unfold of itself that 
she becomes the vehicle through which the greatness of the art develops and grows.  Sometimes 
it seems as if the artist’s intrusion is a primary cause of the ruin of a work.  
  The way we recognize the theoretical concept in a piece of music is by a process 
of reflection, thinking about it.  In other words, we take a particular and concrete element of the 
music and abstract from it in order to see if that abstraction corresponds to another abstract 
concept contained within the corpus of music theory.  This process of abstracting from the 
concretized performance of the music is very similar to what I spoke about above regarding the 
lyrics of Don Giovanni and Alleluia, and is also (by the way) what Strauss enables and 
 
 
   
  
 encourages us to do in Don Quixote and Der Rosenkavalier.  They all foster us to move away 
from the immediate experience of the music to another position of a mediated reflection on the 
experience of the music's referent.  I do the same thing functionally whether I say, “Oh, that's 
Don Quixote fighting the windmills” or “Bach cleverly used that contrapuntal structure here.”  
Rather than experiencing just the music-phenomenon directly and without filters, our reflection 
upon the experience while we are having it separates us from the experience.3  It is a form of 
“giving way” in Mann's terms.   
  Now surely not all instances of “giving way” or “taking a step back” result from 
the exquisite discomfort great art can cause us when we are fully receptive to it.  Nonetheless, 
there is a certain separation that takes place whenever we engage in abstraction.  While it is true 
that abstraction may bring us closer to understanding the phenomenon, it can only do that by 
putting distance between us and that which we wish to consider.  After all, the Latin root of 
'consider' is cum sidera - that is, “with the stars”: to consider something is to regard it from the 
perspective of the celestial bodies – from a great distance. 
  In many ways considering the relation of the musical score to the music-
performed helps make this notion of separation clearer.  The music-performed is something 
distinct from the notes written on the page.  The score is an abstract expression of the (what may 
well be) similarly abstract music and is written in a specialized kind of notation.  On the other 
hand, the music-performed is itself the particularization of the abstract music that is written: the 
performance is the actual or actualized music whereas the abstracted score stands at some 
3  Analogously, nothing is less humorous than trying to analyze why a joke is funny.  
There aren't a lot of laughs in Freud's Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 removed distance.  Perhaps the best way to understand this relation between score and music-
performed is that the score stands as a written description of performance in general4. 
  In the selection, Mann speaks of a particular, concrete performance, and in his 
discussion of it he says that it is great, intimate – a “manifestation of the highest energy... energy 
itself, yet not as idea {i.e., not abstractly}, rather in its actuality” and he goes on to say that this is 
“almost the definition of God.”  But for all of this, I think Mann overstates the case. 
  I am not quite as willing as Mann to call this kind of artistic phenomenon an 
“almost definition of God” - which, by the way, I would agree to be the equivalent of an 
“imitation of God.”  I think, rather, that what great art does is offer an imitation of God's art.  In 
the same way, there is a significant difference between imitating Picasso – such as Anthony 
Hopkins did in Surviving Picasso or Antonio Banderas in 33 Dias – and imitating Picasso's 
work.  There is a similar difference in this case: the music-performed which Mann describes 
more nearly imitates God's creative act rather than God himself – though perhaps both offer a 
reflection of God, perhaps in a glass darkly. 
  So if that revision does not harm Mann's meaning over much, we can rephrase 
Mann's claim and insight that great art is an imitation of God's art in that it exhibits beauty and 
perfection such as only God's works exhibit: transcendent, other-worldly, God-touched.  I 
imagine it might be tempting to think of the artist sitting in her garret room waiting for the 
4 One way to understand how the score is a written description of performance in general is 
by attending to the different ways different performers play the “same” piece of music.  
Prosaically, just compare the time it takes for different violinists to play the Chaconne 
from Bach's Partita no. 2 on youtube.com.  While they are quite different, all of them 
particularize the same score. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 moment to be God-touched herself.  That seems to be the root of 'inspiration' – to have the breath 
of God breathed into one's lungs, as Adam first experienced it.  But that picture, bequeathed to us 
by nineteenth century romanticism, tends to lose sight of the hard, grinding work that must both 
precede and follow the inspiration: the enormous amount of training an artist must endure to 
have her talent developed, as well as the weeks or years a performer/artist devotes to creating a 
single particular instance of a singular perfection or beauty,.  It is important to make explicit 
what the last part of that sentence implies.  Perfection and beauty are not concepts that the great 
work of art refers to, nor are they attributes that a work possesses (though we often seem to 
speak that way).  Rather perfection and beauty are so integral to the work that they are 
inseparable from it: perfection is what the work is; it is not something in addition or ancillary to 
it. 
  I am quite convinced that no successful creator of great art has perfection in mind 
as a goal to be achieved when she creates.  The driven-ness we call “the drive to perfect a work” 
is probably less a desire to achieve perfection as such and more a desire to fully and completely 
capture the inspiration, insight or idea in a particularized form.  The focus of the artist is to create 
the concrete particular such that nothing could be added or subtracted to make that particular 
instance better.  The artist's attention is, I would think, centered only on the work itself rather 
than on anything external to the work, even something such as an external standard of 
achievement. 
  One of Mann's most interesting insights is that the great work of art is pure energy 
and act; it has no object and is not abstract.  The reason why I find this such a fascinating claim 
is that the great work's creation itself can be described in precisely the same terms: the great 
 
 
   
  
 artist confronts a void – that which is empty – and fills it with energy, the act with nothing else 
as its object.  The only way the great artwork can come to be what it is depends upon the work 
flowing from the artist.  For the artwork to be perfect and complete and beautiful in itself, with 
no external object or referent, with nothing external to itself, then there must be no separation 
between the artwork and the artist's work.  There must be some union of the two – art and artist – 
within the creative process. 
  And if this is so, then Mann is not entirely wrong in his identification that an 
imitatio dei is taking place.  If it is possible to imitate God's creative act, then it would also seem 
to follow that one is simultaneously imitating God himself while performing that act.  These two 
instances of imitation can be contained within and implied by the phenomenon of artistic 
creation.  I think we need to explore this connection a little bit more. 
  From Psalm 19: 1 through Roman 1: 20, scripture frequently proclaims that the 
glory of God is made manifest through his creation, and there is good reason for this.  In Exodus 
33: 19 – 23, God says to Moses, “'I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim 
before you the name “the Lord”....  But you cannot see my face; for no one shall see me and 
live.... [Y]ou shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen.'”  No one may see God directly, 
and Paul points out that such a direct, face-to-face encounter with God is not necessary to know 
him, for “Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible 
though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made.” (Rom 1: 20) 
  It all seems to follow rather straightforwardly from here.  If the divine nature of 
God is revealed through what he has created, then the nature of the artist is similarly revealed 
through the creation of the artwork.  Insofar as the artwork is perfect and beautiful, we, the 
 
 
   
  
 audience, come to “see” what is invisible: through our experience of great art, we come to 
apprehend the perfect and the beautiful, which is the nature of God.  Clearly, the artist is God's 
creation too, so what the artist reveals of herself in the work is yet another way to approach and 
understand God's union of himself in creation and the revelation of who God is in a 
particularized and concrete form.  When Mann says that we cannot look at great art in the eye – 
that we must turn away – he is echoing God's warning that no one may see him face-to-face and 
live. 
  But herein lies the problem.  The artist is no mere conduit for the revelation of 
divine perfection.  The fullest expression of God's glory would seem to require the artist's 
cooperation such that the artist should acknowledge in one way or another the source of the 
inspiration with which she cooperated.  You see, the work, if it truly is perfect, would still 
exhibit the glory of God even if there were no acknowledgement of the source, but the artist 
herself might not otherwise recognize that and attribute the glory to herself alone.  We must not 
forget that the cooperation of the artist is so essential that the artist might intrude herself as the 
primary or sole affect in such a way that we can be misled.   Indeed, if we the audience do not 
ourselves acknowledge the source of beauty and perfection, we also might attribute that 
perfection and beauty to either the artist or to some other source, such as culturally relative 
conventions of beauty, or psychosocial patterns of stimulus/response, all of which are very 
plausible contemporary secular accounts that, perhaps, hold greater appeal than my old-
fashioned take. 
  Friedrich Schiller in the late 18th century expressed the basis of the contemporary 
secular viewpoint in a letter to Christian Koerner: “...regarding mortal man, surely no greater 
 
 
   
  
 word has been spoken than the Kantian, which is also the content of his whole philosophy: 
Determine yourself from yourself.”  As Peter Gordon points out, “'Freedom,' according to 
Schiller, was the 'pure form of spirituality as such,' and it reached its highest realization in the 
experience of beauty.  The beautiful in nature and in works of art reflected the idea of self-
determination, such that every beautiful object seemed to call out, 'be free, as I am.'”5  These 
notions of freedom and self-determination as expressed by Schiller in the late Enlightenment 
declare the independence of creation – humanity included, if not foremost – from God. 
  Over a century after Schiller, in 1927 – roughly the same time that Mann was at 
the height of his literary power and also about the time when art ceased to be concerned with 
beauty – the great German art historian Erwin Panofsky argued that the beginning of the Modern 
Era occurred when artists reduced the divine “to a mere subject matter for human consciousness” 
- when politically we destroyed theocracy and culturally abandoned theocentricty and replaced 
them each with anthropocracy and anthropocentricity.6  This fundamental shift from a focus on 
the divine to a focus on the human, especially in the person of the artist, misplaces the glory and 
transcendence displayed from God to the artist.  It is a plagiarism in which many of us are 
complicit.  And once again, Mann gets it partially wrong and partially right: the imitatio dei is 
not forbidden, but the misattribution certainly is. 
  This essay may have some passing interest for those who have a concern to 
explore a religious interpretation of the nature of art (if there are any who have such an interest), 
5 Peter E. Gordon, Continental Divide: Heidegger, Cassirer, Davos. Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 2012, p. 18. 
6 Erwin Panofsky, Perspective as Symbolic Form, tr. Christopher S. Wood.  New York, Zone 
Books, 1991, pp. 258 – 330. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 and I doubt that it would have much appeal to those whose standpoint is more contemporary and 
secular.   I said above that, even though this essay focuses on a certain kind of instrumental 
music, it could well be applied to other art forms as well.  I wish to expand that claim to 
something a bit more important: the issues of the imitation of God and the misattributions of 
glory, and the subversion of the divine are all things that deserve attention from believers. 
  We Christians are called to imitation – to the imitation of God and the imitation of 
Christ.  We are called to fashion our lives in a particular way: to turn ourselves, if you will, into 
works of art that express God's perfection in a concrete way.  I think that is he meaning of Jesus' 
command at Matt 5: 48, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  If that 
command makes sense, it must be do-able; but we run the risk of subverting God by making 
ourselves the center.  We run the risk of affecting the outcome perversely if we do not cooperate 
but rather struggle for control of the meaning of the process or credit ourselves with the outcome.  
Paradoxically, Adam's desire to imitate God became sinful because he wished to be like God, but 
free, self-determining and independent from God.  That is a temptation for us as well because the 
imitation we are called to can be so easily misunderstood. 
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Religion is a certain about.  What religion is about, however, remains obscure for it is never 
quite there—nor is it exactly not there.  Religion is about what is always slipping away.  It is, 
therefore, impossible to grasp what religion is about—unless, perhaps, what we grasp is the 
impossibility of grasping.    
          Mark C. Taylor 
Whether the debility is attributed to defective “organs” or defective “organization,” to innate 
deficiencies or the “influence” of popular culture and the mass media, the privileging of the self through 
the pathologizing of the Other remains the key move and defining objective of axiology. 
 
         Barbara Herrnstein Smith 
 
As Mark Taylor suggests in the epigram grafted above, the impossibility of grasping what religion is 
about may be the condition of religion’s im/possibility, which thereby engenders a contested site for those 
attempting to define and classify religion.  When this contested site is also the site of a strategic 
deployment of a rhetorical discourse with axiological pretentions, then, with Barbara Herrnstein Smith, 
one might suspect an event of self-privileging at the expense of some devalued other (including mass 
media and popular culture).  When such a deployment is conducted by means of a religious rhetoric (or 
rhetoric about religion) with the purpose of intervening in the context of a mass-mediated presidential 
campaign, one’s suspicions may be further extended to encompass questions of political strategy toward 
some desired end.  If one were to juxtapose these ostensibly disparate areas, a narrative begins to unfold 
in which religion, politics, and popular culture come together in a taxonomic and axiological relationship 
that is anything but neutral.  What may be at stake in this event is the possibility and potentiality of a 
pathologization by means of classification and, concomitantly, the utilization of a rhetoric of othering of 
individuals and by implication and extension the various religious, ethnic, gender, racial, sexual, in sum, 
 
 
   
  
 cultural identities with which the individual is associated and through which the individual is subjected 
and classified,7 regardless of the primary target of pathologization (i.e., the individual or the group).  
While alterity has long been a matter of interest in critical theory, post structuralism, postcolonial and 
subaltern studies, lately the notion of the other has been made explicit in popular culture via the opinion 
news industry and online social media.  Indeed, the disparaging tonality and classificatory force of 
rhetoric of “othering” has been recognized as a strategic attempt to devalue and exclude some undesirable 
or devalued other.  For instance, the protests instigated in a number of Middle Eastern countries 
surrounding the release of an anti-Islamic film posted on YouTube coupled with this strategy of othering 
have raised questions related to religion and free speech with geo-political implications and 
consequences.  At the heart of these complex issues are questions related to First Amendment rights in the 
United States and their “proper” place in contemporary American culture.   
This rhetorical strategy is not a new phenomenon.  Indeed, the history of inter-cultural contact and the 
modes of classification of the foreign, different, strange other may provide a long list of taxonomic 
categories utilized as a means of differentiation and, thus, self-identification—not the least of which is the 
differentiating function played by religion.  On its face, this should not prove problematic, since without 
difference and alterity there is no language, signification, or, for that matter, identity.  However, when the 
long and contested classificatory history of religion as a cultural construction (and means of 
differentiation) goes unnoticed, ignored, and/or construed as a matter of authentic or real (read: True) 
religion versus inauthentic or invented (read: False) religion couched in a rhetoric of warfare, one may be 
justified in suspecting an unspoken axiomatics at work.  
In the current political climate, which is a continuation of that leading up to the last presidential election, 
even a cursory juxtaposition of opinion news shows from across the political spectrum confronts the 
viewer with numerous examples of a rhetoric of conflict; namely, “war”—for example, wars against 
women, minorities, the poor, the middle and working class (es), the rich, drugs, guns, and religion, among 
others.  Although each of these various conflicts in which we as a populous are ostensibly engaged merits 
considerable critical attention, this paper will focus on one site of increasing significance in popular and 
political culture by virtue of its mass-mediated attention to an endemic American problematic: a “religion 
problem” and, subsequently, the appropriation of (an ironic) religious rhetoric as a weapon of warfare 
against the religio-political other.  The political context in which this matter became especially 
contentious for the presidential candidates may be viewed as symptomatic of a more general historico-
theoretical problem of/with religion traced through the construction and classification of religion as a 
separate, essentialized, and reified sphere of culture in the West with its own rights enshrined in the Bill 
of Rights.8   
7 As Paul Bowman explains, “it is not just humans who are said to have an identity.  Cultural practices are often 
held to have a stable identity.  Moreover, cultures ‘themselves’ are often said to have an identity. There are debates 
about ‘national identities’, ‘cultural identities’, ‘regional identities’, class identity’, ethnic identity’, ‘gender 
identity’, and so on.  There are also said to be ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ cultural identities.” With respect to these 
“stable identities,” Bowman’s desire is to “short circuit many of the assumptions about not only subjective identity 
but also the supposed identity of cultural practices and indeed cultures themselves.” Paul Bowman, Deconstructing 
Popular Culture, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 61. 
8 For a critical analysis of the construction of the religion-secular dichotomy and their essentialization and 
reification, see Timothy Fitzgerald, Discourse on Civility and Barbarity:  A Critical History of Religion and Related 
Categories, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 Consequently, this taxonomic problem affords the philosopher and theorist of religion and popular culture 
a locus through and within which to explore the condition(s) of possibility and axiological motivation(s) 
of such rhetoric concerning the “proper” place of religion in American culture as well as its implications 
for popular culture as the devalued other in contemporary academic discourses.  Using as its primary text 
an episode of a popular political opinion show on MSNBC, The Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell in a 
segment called The Rewrite,9 which aired during the presidential campaign, this video text (outlined 
below) will provide one example of the aforementioned entanglements of religious rhetoric, politics and 
strategic othering. 
I. Politics of Religion 
1. Politics of Religion: Lawrence O’Donnell introduces Mitt Romney’s (political) religion 
problem, and argues that Romney knows it and has, thus, invented a religion problem for 
President Obama. 
2. Grafting Romney: Mitt Romney thinks: 
a. “there is in this country a war on religion” 
b. “there is a desire to establish a religion in America known as secularism” 
c. “that the Obama administration gave this a lot of thought; a lot of discussion.”   
3. Inventing a Problem/Religion: Lawrence O’Donnell states that: 
a. Romney has “as bad a religion problem as anyone who has ever run for president and 
is trying to create a religion problem for President Obama . . . a political religion 
problem” 
4. Strategizing: O’Donnell compares this strategy to the swift-boating of John Kerry; similarly, 
there is a projection of Romney’s religion problems on to the other; “a  much-used page of 
the Republican playbook” 
5. Cue the Poll:  Gallup: “showing voter reluctance based on a candidate’s religion.” 
a. Atheist: 49% 
b. Muslim: 46% 
c. Mormon: 22% 
d. Jewish 9% 
e. Baptist: 7% 
f. Catholic: 7% 
6. Non-Existent Religion: O’Donnell concludes that Romney “doesn’t just attack President 
Obama’s religion, he invents a whole new religion; a religion that doesn’t even exist, and 
attributes it to President Obama.”  
7. New Religion: Why “invent” and attribute this new religion to Obama? 
a. Part of Romney’s religion problem is that he is a member of a “new religion” 
b. “Established religions . . . don’t easily warm up to new religions”   
8. Sex Sells: O’Donnell “spices up” the history/origin of Mormonism 
9. Rationale: Romney must accuse the President of creating a newer religion than his own, 
since he can’t “get away now with accusing Barack Obama of being a secret Muslim” (a 
9 http://www.bing.com/videos/watch/video/romney-rewriting-obama-on-religion/6bpmjbo: April 3, 2012 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 strategy that was utilized in Obama’s first presidential campaign—and some still believe).  
“So, instead of calling Barack Obama a Muslim, he is calling him an atheist.” 
10. Conclusion: “In the Politics of Religion in this country, the only thing that’s worse than 
being a Mormon or a Muslim in the eyes of our extremely religiously intolerant electorate is 
being an Atheist.” 
 
II. In(ter)ventions, Ironies, and Pathologies:  
Although there are a number of matters to address in this video, the key issues at stake for the 
purposes of this paper revolve around notions of political intervention, religious invention, and the 
privileging of the self by means of pathologizing the other.  In summary, according to Lawrence 
O’Donnell’s critique, Romney has a “political religion problem.”  In order to combat his problem as the 
“religious other” (to some standard Protestant Evangelical and/or Fundamentalist Christian normativity), 
he needs to intervene by inventing a religion problem for Obama and, thereby, deflecting and projecting 
his own “religious” vulnerability on to the President (an old Republican play; not to mention an even 
older tu quoque).  Since the press would not let him get away with othering the President in the manner of 
the previous presidential election (i.e., Obama as a secret Muslim), he needs to “invent” another, even 
more questionable, religious orientation that has its sights set on assaulting “traditional” religion in order 
to have any strategic political effect.  Consequently, there is an intervention by means of an invention of 
“a whole new religion; a religion that doesn’t even exist” in order to combat Obama’s “war on religion.”  
In the process, Romney claims to unmask some conspiratorial (if somewhat ironic or contradictory) desire 
to establish a religion of secularism in the United States.   
The contradiction of a desire that seeks to engage in a “war on religion” by promoting another 
“religion” might be slightly assuaged if one assists Romney by qualifying his claim with the notion that 
this is a war on “traditional” or “conventional” religion in the United States; namely, some normative 
version of Christianity that is acceptable to the electorate (or a certain conservative segment).  The irony 
here (in the extended sense) is that Romney’s religious affiliation, and thus Romney’s political religion 
problem, is that Mormonism, too, falls afoul of what counts as “acceptable” or “proper” Christianity for 
some within the Republican party.10 It should be emphasized that this strategy completely discounts 
Obama’s self-identification as a Christian; in the politics of religion one’s own self-classification appears 
to be of little to no concern or strategic political use to one’s opponent.  Indeed, one’s own testimony is 
irrelevant, since the candidate may always be viewed as lying about his or her “real” religious (also, 
sexual, political, ethnic, racial) orientation.   
Nevertheless, the absence of an epistemological and axiological absolute, universal, objective, 
foundational standard against which such rhetorical claims may be supported or refuted provides the 
condition of possibility for such tactical maneuvers to be advanced.  Indeed, with respect to this absence 
of an absolute, foundational ground, we are left with a sense of a contingency by virtue of which 
10 Here we are reminded of certain segment of Evangelical Christians, among others, for whom Mormonism is 
viewed as a “cult.”  Interestingly, the addition of a Catholic to the Republican ticket in the last election (another 
strategic possibility) was viewed as a way to soften this “Mormon  problem”—thereby indicating some religio-
political movement since President Kennedy.   
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 “objective” epistemological and axiological positions may be called into question.11   However, this 
condition of possibility only sets the stage by playing in the ballpark of undecidability.  Keeping in mind 
that politics within a democratic system requires decisions (whether or not one may philosophically 
ground them), this approach would not carry as much tactical or rhetorical force if it stopped at simply 
pointing out differences of position and policy.  What becomes strategically vital is a forceful rhetoric of 
warfare; one of combatting the imminent threat of the religio-political other within one’s borders.  This is 
not the alterity of difference; rather, it is the asymmetrical advancement of a difference that carries an 
axiological judgment in the manner of an exigency of warning and pending calamity.   What is of value in 
this approach is the value of value-othering (again, an interesting self-referential move coming from the 
party of  “values”—family or otherwise).  In other words, a religious rhetoric deploying a pathologizing 
of the religio-political other can only succeed by virtue of the absence of some universalizable standard of 
value (i.e., an objective axiology); thus, the rhetorical force of its narrative of devalorization is based on 
some essential quality putatively possessed by one’s political “enemy” that disqualifies by virtue of its 
qualification.  
From this perspective, Obama is “granted” a certain religiosity; however, the type of religion 
being established (and this is important) is one that is deemed improper, inappropriate, or even more 
derogatorily, malevolent to the “traditional” and “conventional” religious standards and values of the 
“those like us” (read: true, good, wholesome, God-fearing Americans).  It is just such value-othering 
made possible by the contingencies of value that Barbara Herrnstein Smith theorizes and describes (i.e., 
the “defining objective of axiology”) as the “Other’s-Poison-Effect.”12  As she argues, this matter of taste 
may extend to “‘tastes’ for anything, from artworks to lifestyles and from types of food to types of 
explanation or even types of logic.”13  To this list one might add tastes for religious and political 
affiliation as well as rhetorical strategies in defense of such ungrounded and contingent tastes.  
It should be noted at this point that it precisely this question of qualification and/or disqualification based 
on one’s religious affiliation (even one that is “invented” and attributed to the other) that is 
unconstitutional (at least in spirit) and that appears to be perilously close to a transgression (at least in 
spirit) of the oath and affirmation required of our elected governmental officials to support the 
Constitution in which it states that “no religious Test shall ever be required as a Qualification to any 
Office or public Trust under the United States” (Article VI, section 3 of the Constitution).  This Article 
notwithstanding, in the political climate during the presidential campaign, accusations of being other than 
white, Christian, capitalist, and morally “traditionally” conservative appeared to render (or constructed) 
11 Regarding this crucial issue of self-(retroactive)-authorization without a ground with respect to foundations, 
founding documents, the law, and justice, see Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of 
Authority,’” in Acts of Religion, Gil Anidjar, ed., (New York: Routledge), 2002. 
12 As Barbara Herrnstein Smith describes it, “The historical-psychological-ideological complex operating here 
might be referred to as “The-Other’s-Poison Effect,” meaning not only that one man’s [sic] meat is sometimes the 
other’s poison  but that one man sometimes gets sick just watching the other fellow eat his meat and, moreover, that 
of one of them is also a cultural theorist (left-wing or conservative as otherwise measured), he or she may be 
expected to generate an account of how the other fellow is himself actually being poisoned by the meat he likes and 
eats.  It is no surprise, perhaps, that the often self-consciously historicist accounts referred to here operate in strict 
complicity with the universalist accounts developed by Hume, Kant, and the tradition of aesthetic axiology. . .” 
Barbara Herrnstein Smith, Contingencies of Value: Alternative Perspectives for Critical Theory, (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988),  26 
13 Ibid., 39. 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 the other as of questionable lineage, morals, and value.  Thus, irrespective of the constitutional protection 
of one’s religious and/or irreligious sensibilities regarding one’s qualifications to hold political office, it 
has become commonplace to engage in a religio-political discourse of othering in which a religious “test” 
of sorts occurs, nonetheless, by means of calling into question one’s religious (imputed or otherwise) 
orientation and, thereby, one’s qualification(s) to hold office.   
Consequently, rather than solely differentiating one’s political subject position from an other’s 
political subject position, the requisite strategic move, exacerbated and greatly amplified by means of a 
mass-mediated social environment, is such that a more radical axiological othering must occur if the 
desired outcome—political victory—is to be achieved.  If successful, the net political effect of this 
strategy should be an unveiling of Obama as the real religious other with all the political, religious, and 
im/moral perils that this may engender for the nation, if one were to support a secularist or atheist 
(O’Donnell’s interpretation) for President of the United States.  The situational irony appears in the form 
of a guiding desire to purchase political capital by “exposing” a conspiratorial intention to violate the First 
Amendment’s Establishment clause by the Executive attempt to “establish” a religion of secularism and 
in the process itself flirts with a violation (at least in spirit) of Article VI of the Constitution.   
If this rhetorical reversal were not ironic enough, a close reading of this text highlights a 
rhetorical and ironic/self-referential reversal not only in Romney’s putative strategy but also in the host’s 
critique and performative contradiction of this religio-political pathologizing of the other (indeed, more 
than one other in this case).  Rather than contenting himself with a political analysis of the possible 
strategy of “creating a religion problem” for Obama based on a possible causal relationship between the 
polls and the rhetoric, O’Donnell’s critique replicates precisely this rhetoric of religio-political othering 
that is being condemned.  In other words, O’Donnell’s criticism could have ended with his imputation to 
Romney of a strategic, religio-political othering of Obama without, then, returning the favor in ad 
hominem fashion regarding Joseph Smith and Mormonism and, thereby, engaging in a similar strategy of 
religio-political pathologization.  Not only does he pathologize by means of tracing Mormonism’s origin 
to some sexual encounter as the psychological self-privileging genesis of  a Mormon “revelation” but also 
returns the accusation of Mormonism as of recent “invention.”  Moreover, O’Donnell not only reverses 
the direction of this politics of religion but also extends it to the pathologization of half of the electorate 
as “religiously intolerant.”   
This interesting reversal (and extension), while, perhaps, a possible interpretation of the attitudes 
of those polled, makes evident a strategic deployment not unlike the one being criticized by O’Donnell.  It 
seems as if the temptation to other those with whom one disagrees is too seductive to resist even in the 
midst of calling into question such a “distasteful” politics of religion.  Indeed, this raises further questions 
regarding the rhetorical complicity of popular media with strategic motivations of its own in the shaping 
of ideation formation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  
 III. Classification, Legalization, and Popular Culture: 
As contested areas of the contemporary American landscape, religion and politics14 coupled with 
(and/or motivated by) axiological desires serve to remind us of the rhetorical and ideological 
entanglements associated with classificatory constructions as well as the ineluctable process of slicing up 
of the world in terms of significatory units through which one negotiates reality as a system of linguistic 
differences.  Due to the absence of some essentialized, universalizable foundation and cross-cultural 
semantic meaning, our linguistic units function as signifiers in the absence of some transcendental 
signified.  In other words, these linguistic units are useful, pragmatic, inventions.  The problem that this 
typically engenders is that the objectification/reification of these linguistic units conceals their diverse, 
contested taxonomic histories as well as, in many cases, their rhetorical appropriations against the other.   
Replicating this pattern to a certain extent, the video attempts to call into account the “invented” nature of 
the inauthentic religion of secularism (as inauthentic as another invented religion—Mormonism).  
However, unless O’Donnell is ironizing the entire process of religious invention (and the constructed 
category of ‘religion’), the established and commonly recognized religious traditions included,15 then, it 
fails to make explicit the culturally constructed and linguistic “nature” of  religious symbolic systems—
that is, religion—in general.  It appears to be the case that in order to function as meaningful symbolic 
systems, religion(s) must operate within a constructed linguistic system of differences and, as such, are 
the effects (to a large extent) of language within their respective cultural systems.   
This problematic is implicated by an unspoken axiomatics in light of O’Donnell’s statement 
regarding secularism as Romney’s “invention of a whole new religion; one that doesn’t even exist.”16  
Without getting into the ontological status of this metaphysical claim or the structural relationship 
between the sign and the referent, this formulation appears unaware of the history of  such taxonomical 
matters of definition, classification, and the rhetorical uses to which they have been pressed into service 
with respect to ‘religion’ (and, concomitantly, the ‘secular’) whether in the self-classification of secular 
14 This is not to say that the world “is” (in-and-of-itself in some corresponding, realist, and objective manner) 
divided up into such “things” as ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ or the ‘religious’ and the ‘secular.’  Regarding this matter, 
Fitzgerald states “None of these pairs of terms has an essential or even uncontested meaning and yet the way they 
have been set up tends to disguise the degree to which boundaries between them are porous and constantly shifting . 
. . ‘religion’ and other categories are not neutral descriptive or analytical terms but are on the contrary prescriptive 
and normative.  They are rhetorical constructions, but they are widely used as though they are objective and factual, 
and thus conceal their own origins.  Despite the appearance of common sense, a term such as ‘religion’ does not tell 
us what is in the world, but what we collectively think ought to be in the world.  It is a classificatory device, a 
function of Euro-American world making, but it has acquired an appearance of being immutably in the nature of 
things.” Fitzgerald, Discourse on Civility and Barbarity, 24. 
15 This may be the case given a possible textual clue in O’Donnell’s critique that is framed in such a way as to place 
the “established religions” in the place of the unaccepting party; since, they, and not O’Donnell in this instance, 
“don’t easily warm up to new religions.”   
16 Some philosophers and historians of religion argue that “religion” in general does not “exist” or that the term 
“religion” is a scholarly construction for the scholar’s classificatory purposes.  For example, John Caputo argues 
that, “Any book entitled On Religion must begin by breaking the bad news to the reader that its subject matter does 
not exist.  “Religion,” in the singular, as just one thing, is nowhere to be found; it is too maddeningly polyvalent and 
too uncontainably diverse for us to fit it all under one roof . . . Indeed, the uncontainable diversity of “religion” is 
itself a great religious truth and a marker of the uncontainability of what religion is all about.”  John D. Caputo, On 
Religion, (London: Routledge, 2001) 1.  Regarding the contested etymological nature of religion from an historian 
of religion, see Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, Mark C. 
Taylor, ed., (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 humanists,  legal decisions attempting to distinguish between the religious and the secular, or scholarly 
research in this area.  Although, in fairness, the sound-bite approach in social media is not particularly 
amenable to extended critical analysis, except that, in this case, a limited analytic and historical 
contextualization seems to be occurring.  Nevertheless, following are just a few areas of consideration 
that should suffice to make evident the contested and somewhat problematic status of the “argument from 
invention.”  
First, regarding the possibility of secularism (and/or Secular Humanism) functioning as a religion, Warren 
Nord explains, “The first Humanist Manifesto (1933) is, in its own terms, a religious document . . . The 
Manifesto assumes a scientific view of the world view and argues that religion should be understood not 
as a matter of belief in a supernatural God but as ‘those actions, purposes, and experiences which are 
humanly significant.’”17 Even though the second Humanist Manifesto (1973) no longer adhered to a 
“religious” self-classification, the first humanist Manifesto is sufficient to provide a precedent in this 
matter of classifying secular(ism) humanism as a religion prior to its contemporary politico-rhetorical 
“invention.” 
Second, regarding legal decisions in Supreme Court rulings on matters of religion and public institutions, 
the possibility of understanding and classifying secularism as ‘religion’ engendered by law suits that 
claim as much from Evangelical and fundamentalist Christians predate and strategically prefigure any 
contemporary strategic in(ter)vention of secular humanism as a “whole new religion” that “doesn’t even 
exist.”18  Long before the last presidential election, this line of attack found its way to the Supreme Court.  
Secular Humanism has been a constructed site of contestation at the level of the Supreme Court since at 
least the 1960s.  As Nord explains,  
There are two quite different ways in which one might argue that secular humanism is a religion on legal 
grounds.  First, we can simply quote the Supreme Court.  In a famous (some would say infamous) 
footnote in Torcaso v. Watkins (1961) Justice Black wrote: 
“Among the religions in the country which do not teach what would generally be considered a belief in 
the existence of God are Buddhism, Taoism, Ethical Culture, Secular Humanism and others.” And in 
Schempp Justice Clark warned that the state may not establish a “religion of secularism” in the schools so 
supposedly secularism could be a religion. 19 
 
17 Warren A. Nord, Religion & American Education: Rethinking a National Dilemma, (North Carolina: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 173. Here he is citing the Humanist Manifesto I, pp. 7, 9.  
18 See, for example, Abington v. Schempp wherein Justice Clark states: “It is insisted that unless these religious 
exercises are permitted a ‘religion of secularism’ is established in the schools.  We agree of course that the State 
may not establish a ‘religion of secularism’ in the sense of affirmatively opposing or showing hostility to religion, 
thus preferring those who believe in no religion over those who do believe.’  We do not agree, however, that this 
decision in any sense has that effect  . . . Nothing we have said here indicates that such study of the Bible or of 
religion, when presented objectively as part of a secular program of education, may not be effected consistently 
with the First Amendment” [emphasis added] (School District of Abington Township v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 
[1963]).  In this case, we find not only the language of secularism as religion but also the legal impetus for the 
development of departments of Religion and Religious Studies as “objective” and “secular.”  Space does not permit 
a critical assessment of this condition of im/possibility with respect to a discipline in which both “objectivity” and 
the “secular,” the legal ‘foundation’ upon which these departments became ‘legalized’ and thus gained entrance into 
public universities, has been put into question in postmodern and poststructuralist discourses.    
19 Nord, Religion & American Education, 178. Here Nord is citing from Torcaso V. Watkins, 367 U.S. 488, 495n. 
(1961) and Abington v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203, 225  
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 Moreover, tracing the historical trajectory of Supreme Court decisions regarding what gets to 
count (legally) as religion, Nord suggests:  
The more compelling argument begins with the observation that for the last fifty years, the Court has been 
liberalizing its conception of religion—at least for some purposes.  In United States v. MacIntosh (1931) 
Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes took the traditional position that the “essence of religion is belief in a 
relation to God involving duties superior to those arising from any human relation.”  But by 1940, Justice 
Frankfurter was explaining religion in terms of our “convictions about the ultimate mystery of the 
universe and man’s relation to it,” and in McGowan v. Maryland (1961), he wrote, “By its nature, 
religion—in the comprehensive sense in which the Constitution uses that word—is an aspect of human 
thought and action which profoundly relates the life of man to the world in which he lives.”20  
 
And, following this liberalized trajectory in a case of conscientious objector status, he further explains: 
In United States v. Seeger (1965), Justice Clark notes that “over 250 sects inhabit our land.  Some believe 
in a purely personal God, some in a supernatural deity; others think of religion as a way of life 
envisioning as its ultimate goal the day when all men can live together in perfect understanding and 
peace.  There are those who think of God as the depth of our being; others, such as the Buddhists, strive 
for a state of lasting rest through self-denial and inner purification.” Religious belief cannot be limited to 
those who believe in God.  Appealing to Paul Tillich, Bishop John A.T. Robinson, and the Second 
Vatican Council, Justice Clark suggested that religion is grounded in “a power or being, or upon a faith, 
to which all else is subordinate or upon which all else is ultimately dependent.”  This being the case, the 
test for the religious grounds of conscientious objection to war is whether an individual holds a “sincere 
and meaningful belief which occupies in the life of its possessor a place parallel to that filled by the God 
of those admittedly qualifying for exemption.”21 
  
Justice Clark’s view of various ways of being as “parallel” to religion, a para-religion, 
appropriates and utilizes a different (i.e., non-essentialistic) taxonomical classification of definition types 
(viz., a functionalist definition or, possibly, a Wittgensteinian family resemblance approach) as a guide 
for his legal decisions regarding the classification of a certain class of “beliefs” as “religion.”22 
Consequently, based on this very brief historical sketch of some legal decisions and 
developments, it appears to be the case that Romney’s “invention” is not all that inventive, nor is his 
strategic intervention novel.  Far from being the invention of a completely new religion, Secular  
Humanism has been among those ‘irreligious’ religions or ‘secular’ religions that have complicated or put 
into question the “neutral” application of First Amendment rights with respect to the Establishment and 
Free Exercise Clauses.23   
20 Ibid. Here Nord is citing: United States v. Macintosh, 283 U.S. 605, 633-34 (1931); Minersville School District v. 
Gobits, 310 U.S. 586, 593 (1940): McGowan v. Maryland, 366 U.S. 420, 461 (1961). 
21 Ibid. Here Nord is citing: United States v. Seeger 380 U.S. 163, 174, 176 (1965). 
22 Regarding this conventional and problematic association of “beliefs” with religion, see Donald S. Lopez, Jr. 
“Belief,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1998). 
23 Nord explains the implications as follows: “Seeger gave ‘secular’ opponents of war the same right to 
conscientious objector status as traditionally ‘religious’ individuals under the Free Exercise Clause. Profound moral 
beliefs can function religiously.  But if the Court were to accept functional religions for Establishment purposes, 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 Third, regarding the classificatory work of religion scholars, and this is where the implications for 
popular culture are most salient, a tremendous amount of intellectual energy has been expended to 
determine (adjudicate, police) what gets to count as religion and who gets to decide.  The historical 
condition of this (Western) problematic is based in part on a relatively stable signifier coupled with a 
relatively unstable signified and the conspicuous absence of a transcendental signified.  Nevertheless, 
without rehearsing the taxonomic past of this endeavor and the etymological possibilities for religio 
(which typically presupposes that a diachronic investigation will resolve the issue), it will suffice for our 
present purposes to mention two very different approaches that should frame the contentious nature of 
what is at stake in matters of current classification and, more important for our present purposes, its 
implications for the study of popular culture.   
According to Jonathan Z. Smith, “‘Religion’ is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars 
for their intellectual purposes and therefore is theirs to define.”24  In contradistinction to this perspective, 
David Chidester argues that “the very term religion, including its definition, application, and extension, 
does not, in fact, belong solely to academics but is constantly at stake in the interchanges of cultural 
discourses and practices.”25  What these polar positions reveal is not only the contested nature of the 
definition of ‘religion’ but also the contested nature regarding the locus of “proper” authority in such 
matters of classification (i.e., the question of propriety and property; who “owns” or has proprietary rights 
regarding religion?).  Both Chidester and Smith are historians of religion whose typical terrain is the 
realm of the diachronic.26  However, while both address a synchronic view of religion and its utility in 
contemporary academic discourse, Chidester allows for the testimonies of non-academics to be taken into 
account, especially in the realm of popular culture.  If everything turns on this question of propriety, then, 
who “properly” owns the “property” of religion such that this proprietor is able to determine, delimit, and 
police its classificatory borders?  It appears that this question, as with the earlier question regarding 
axiological contingencies, is traced and sustained by undecidability with respect to a metacriterion.27   
then, religious conservatives argue, the implications would be momentous.   The state could no longer privilege 
secular humanism over traditional religions in public schools, for this would constitute taking sides among religions.  
Of course, the Court has not taken this step but has instead applied what some observers take to be a double standard 
allowing functional religions at least some protection under the Free Exercise Clause but requiring a traditional 
definition of religion for the purposes of the Establishment Clause.” Nord, Religion & American Education, 178-
179. 
24 Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), 281. 
25 David Chidester, Authentic Fakes: Religion in American Popular Culture, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2005), 36. 
26 It should be noted that although both are historians of religion, neither seems to indicate that this matter can be 
resolved by means of historical etymology.  Indeed, Chidester’s position is that contemporary popular culture should 
have, or does have, a voice in matters of definition and usage; and Smith states, “The term ‘religion’ has had a long 
history, much of it, prior to the sixteenth century, irrelevant to contemporary usage.  Its etymology is uncertain . . .” 
Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” 269. 
27 Again, this is not to say that one does not decide such matters but, rather, one’s decision is not a grounded or 
foundational decision in the strict sense.  Indeed, it is because of epistemological undecidability that such a question 
may arise.  As a result, the undecidability about what religion “is” about (in the essentialist sense) further magnifies 
the problematic while concomitantly allowing itself, by virtue of this undecidability, to be utilized as a rhetorico-
political weapon to pathologize one’s other toward some political desideratum as is apparent in the video. 
 
 
   
  
                                                                                                                                                             
 With these issues in mind, it is not difficult to understand what is at stake in issues of religious 
invention or the imputation of fraudulence and inauthenticity associated with such inventions.  It is this 
conventional notion (or rhetoric of attack) that is put into question by Chidester in Authentic Fakes, 
utilizing all kinds of marginalized, “fake,” comical, satirical, “inauthentic” religions to make his case for 
our inability to discount the “religious work” done by these nontraditional and unconventional religions 
(e.g., the Church of Baseball, the Fetish of Coca-Cola, the Potlatch of Rock-n-Roll, the virtual religions 
on the internet, among others).  In the process, he calls into question “commonsense” and “obvious” 
assumptions about what constitutes religion as well as what it might mean for ‘religion’ not to be in some 
way an invention.  By treating the ostensibly “nonserious” realm of popular culture seriously, Chidester 
transforms the socially mediated site of cyberspace and other “entertainment” media into a site of 
contested cultural discourse.   Popular culture through its various social media pathways is treated as all 
the more important because of its influential voice in matters of religious significance to those for whom 
these “invented” religions are symbolically and existentially meaningful irrespective of legal or scholarly 
recognition outside of the conventionally constructed canon of “the religions.”      
While we await a decision on the matter of proper adjudication, the term religion has thus 
migrated into areas of popular culture to classify all manner of non-institutional, unconventional, and 
‘secular’ phenomena (from music to sports to politics to economics) as religion (i.e., popular culture as 
religion).28  What we are witnessing within popular cultural discourses on a larger scale thanks to social 
media of various sorts is precisely this linguistico-semantic slippage in which what religion is about has 
been extended by venturing out into the world of the profane (i.e., pro fanum) as an element of popular 
culture.  To what extent theorists of religion will allow these voices into the conversation concerning the 
functioning of non-traditional or unconventional religion is, yet again, a question of contingent valuations 
and rhetorical purposes and one that remains to be seen.      
In closing, what are the implications of this analysis for the study of religion and popular culture?  
Both religion and popular culture as academic areas of study have parallel reception histories within 
academic institutions.  Given the constitutional entanglements in matters of church and state, religion has 
received more legal attention and justification as a result of Supreme Court rulings regarding religion as 
an “objective” area of study in public universities,29 even if it continues to be misunderstood and 
considered less-than-academic (i.e., “soft”) within other disciplines (especially the “hard sciences”).  
Popular culture as an area of study within the academy has not fared much better in terms of its 
perception as a “proper” scholarly pursuit.  Indeed, both fields of study have been subjected to a strategic 
devaluing not unlike the rhetorical political strategy on display in the video and, in a certain manner, 
recapitulates this politics of othering.   
Consequently, an analysis of the religious rhetoric in the politics of religion in popular culture 
provides just one symptomatic site in which a more general problem of/with religion becomes evident; 
one that remains for all of us struggling to interpret and understand the constructed rhetorics surrounding 
religion and its associated binary oppositions in contemporary culture.  By proffering a possible critique 
of the under-theorized appropriation of religious rhetoric as a strategy of othering and its associated 
28 See for example, Bruce David Forbes and Jeffrey H. Mahan, eds., Religion and Popular Culture in America, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000) and especially, as earlier noted, Chidester’s Authentic Fakes.  
29 For example, see the legal distinction between the teaching of religion and the teaching about religion (Roberts v. 
Madigan, 921 F.2nd 1047 10th Cir. 1990). 
 
 
   
  
                                                 
 attempt to determine/decide in some “objective” manner what should or should not count as “proper,” 
“authentic” religion, what should or should not count as some “proper,” “authentic” scholarly pursuit, and 
who has the authority to “properly” adjudicate and, thereby, self-authorize such a judgment, the notion of 
a neutral classification untainted by axiological valuations and ideological motivations should suffice to 
give one pause as well as to engender a certain suspicious subject position in relation to such declarations.      
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 “When we allow freedom to ring, when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, 
from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s 
children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, we will 
be able to join hands and sing… We are free at last!” 
 
Martin Luther King, Jr. “I have a dream” August, 28, 1963 
 
 
Juliet Janicik 
Where Do We Go from Here? 
 
   “Returning violence for violence multiplies violence, adding deeper darkness to a night 
already devoid of stars... Hate cannot drive out hate: only love can do that.” – Where Do We Go 
from Here: Chaos or Community (1967), Martin Luther King, Jr.  
 
 It seems that today violence consumes our youth and the public eye. Much of the 
violence is over publicized and emphasized in the media. Over the last few centuries we have 
strived to gain independence, nonviolence and civil rights, but have we cast away all the hard 
work have done for us, just to fulfill a thirst for power and materialism? This overbearing sense 
of egocentrism has taken over our society, but has been glorified by the media. Though our 
lawmakers and guardians can reprimand violence, it remains in our freewill to make the right 
 
 
   
  
 choices in regards to the public and us. However, we are not often consumed by the wondrous 
things the world has to offer, but the hatred and greed that consumes the world.  
 When faced with all of this violence, where does religion fit in? Many people who are 
consumed by violence are also religious people, but are unable to overcome sin. Those who are 
plagued by violence also rely on their faith to overcome the wrongdoing that has taken place. 
Because of an inexplicable hurt, there is an unexplainable truth and solace that faith offers in a 
time of sorrow. Faith is a very important component to families and friends of those affected by 
violence, especially when the violence is severe. Faith can often help them come to terms with 
what has happened and help them to grow as a community.  
As violence continues to occur, it might also be hard to connect with a higher being. 
Because of the over portrayal in the media and the overwhelming question, why, there may be no 
real answer to the problem of multiplicity of violence. When people are return violence with 
violence, as Dr. King states, they are only causing more problems, which diminish faith. Many 
people may ask the question why God lets violence occur in their lives, but do not realize that 
violence is an act free will and God is still walking with them in this time of pain. This time of 
trial is a time to grow with God and not fall away from Him. Dealing with abuse or death may be 
trying, but faith is never ending. 
Why are people turning to their faith simply when corruption occurs? Faith should arise 
in the beautiful and ugly. Despite violence’s “triumph” over good, faith must arise from the 
ashes and return love when hatred is brought forth. When hatred is given to hatred, the cyclic 
nature only continues. It takes one person to break that chain – do a good deed, return an insult 
with kind words, or smile at someone who is in need. Though the media portrays violence in 
gunshots and knife wounds, violence comes in all shapes and sizes. If we are willing to use our 
 
 
   
  
 faith to stand up to bullies and ignorance, we too can change how violence is being spread 
throughout the world. We can spread love instead of hatred. Most of all, we can remain faithful.  
 If we can forget grudges, hatred and myths passed on from previous generations, and then 
our pathways to God can be forever stronger. The pathway to God is not a one way street, for our 
relationships with our brothers, whether they are black men or white men, Jews or Gentiles, 
Protestants or Catholics, is also the way to Him. As we love one another as we love ourselves, 
we no longer have to worry about unnecessary violence or insecurities. An equal love from a 
“different” party is more satisfying than an impartial acquaintance. Yes, peace seems impossible 
in the politically driven world we live in, but if we live with love and friendship at our 
foundation, and harmony in our hearts, violence should not be an option.    
Though violence is an inexplicable truth, it is our time to come together as a people of 
faith – whatever faith we share – to grow as a community of believers and share this hurt and 
grow as believers. We are not only the people of the world, but a people of God. We must break 
our chains and set ourselves free from this violence that plagues our cities and our hearts. As we 
come together as a people, our faith will grow stronger and the fight against violence bolder.  
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